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American Quakers, the Emergence
of International Humanitarianism,

and the Foundation of the American
Friends Service Committee, –

D R M

The Religious Society of Friends, or Quakers, as they are usu-
ally referred to, occupies an important position in the history of
humanitarianism. The disproportionate influence of Friends within
the field, considering their relatively small numbers, is expressed
in multiple ways. It is apparent in humanitarians with a Quaker
background, including Jane Addams, Philip Noel Baker, and Her-
bert Hoover, as well as in movements and organizations in which
Friends occupied key positions, from the Anti-Slavery Movement
to Save the Children, Oxfam, and CARE, to name only the most
prominent.

Within the history of humanitarian aid, the Quakers appear
as the quintessential ‘alchemists’, to use Michael Barnett’s words.
Barnett uses the term to differentiate a humanitarian ‘emergency
branch’, with the Red Cross movement as its prime example, from
humanitarians who try to merge the ‘spiritual’ and ‘physical’ worlds
and aim to go beyond the alleviation of immediate suffering in
order to tackle the root causes of humanitarian emergencies.1 For
theQuakers, rendering aid to victims of war, deportation, famine, or
natural disasters always had a broader meaning and was connected
with ideas of peace and reconciliation, the core elements of what
the anthropologist Ilana Feldman has described as ‘Quaker ethics’.2

The following essay departs from the observation that the study
of Quakers as a specific group of humanitarian agents can offer

1 Michael Barnett,Empire ofHumanity: AHistory ofHumanitarianism (Ithaca,NY, ).
2 Ilana Feldman, ‘The Quaker Way: Ethical Labor and Humanitarian Relief ’,

American Ethnologist , / (), –.



   

a more general perspective on the history of humanitarian aid
during the last  years and beyond.3 My contention is that
many of the major developments and problems in the history of
humanitarian aid become visible when evaluated through a ‘Quaker
lens’—in particular, processes of professionalization of aid, growing
interactionwith themedia, and the ambivalent relationship between
donors and recipients of aid.4 By the same token, such an analysis
may also contribute to current debates on the complex relationship
between secular and religious strands of humanitarianism in the
twentieth century.5

Taking a bird’s-eye view, two significant tensions inherent in the
Quakers’ approach to relief are of particular interest in the context
of this book. The first emerged from the fact that the Quakers
seldom acted alone. From the Anti-Slavery Movement and early
relief activities to the big operations in the context of two world
wars, the Quakers were more often than not functcioning as part of
a broader group of humanitarian actors. While this interaction with
‘the world’ formed an integral part of their humanitarian approach,
the Quakers still felt it was important to define their own profile.
They tried to keep it distinct from the multitude of other agents
in the field, ranging from national committees and other Christian
groups to the Red Cross movement and the League of Nations.
In order to achieve this, a core set of features—most prominently,
a commitment to a radical religiously grounded pacifism—was a
vital yet often conflict-ridden part of the Quakers’ interaction with
the outside world. Similarly, it was important to keep the specifics
of the Quakers’ approach to humanitarianism visible in order to
maintain the group’s internal coherence. This was expressed in the
development among Quaker relief activists of ever more elaborate
techniques of self-reflection by which they tried to measure the
degree to which ‘Quaker ethics’ were still at the core of their
actions.

The second tension relates to the argument that the development
of international humanitarianism at the end of the nineteenth

3 The observation is a key element of the author’s broader research project, ‘Global
Aid: American NGOs and International Relief –’ 〈http://www.globale-hilfe.eu〉
[accessed  Sept. ].

4 Bertrand Taithe, ‘Horror, Abjection and Compassion: From Dunant to Compassion
Fatigue’, New Formations,  (), –.

5 For a discussion see the contributions in Michael Barnett and Janice Gross Stein
(eds.), Sacred Aid: Faith and Humanitarianism (Oxford, ).



  

century can be understood both as an indicator of the emergence
of ‘global community’,6 based on the values of ‘civilization’ and
‘progress’, and as part of the accelerated processes of nation-
building in the countries of Europe and North America. These
countries increasingly began to measure their success as nations
by the degree to which they were able to render humanitarian
aid to other parts of the world. In addition, nation-states began
to ‘discover’ humanitarianism as a tool to further their national
interests both politically and economically. Of particular interest
here is the tension that derived from the universalist ethos of
a transnationally connected and internationally active religious
group whose individual parts were, in turn, closely integrated
into, and largely dependent on, a national framework consisting
of governments, the media, and national audiences (of donors and
supporters) that had to be addressed in order to achieve their
goals.7

In this essay I will trace the history of efforts by American Friends
in the field of international relief throughout what can be described
as the formative period of American humanitarianism8 beyond
national borders, roughly from  to . I will explore how, and
to what degree, these tensions played out within Quaker activism
during this period, after which Americans, in Emily Rosenberg’s
words, would ‘never again [be] without a foreign crisis to relieve’.9

My focal point is the foundation in  of the American Friends
Service Committee (AFSC) and the first years of its existence.10 The
AFSC was to become one of the most important and influential
private agencies for the distribution of American foreign relief
throughout the twentieth century.

6 Sebastian Conrad and Dominic Sachsenmaier (eds.), Competing Visions of World
Order: Global Moments and Movements, – (New York, ); Martin H. Geyer and
Johannes Paulmann (eds.), The Mechanics of Internationalism: Culture, Society, and Politics
from the s to the First World War (Oxford, ).

7 This tension has also been observed by Heather Jones, ‘International or Transna-
tional? Humanitarian Action during the First World War’, European Review of History,
/ (), –; Annette Becker, Oubliés de la Grande Guerre: humanitaire et culture de
guerre, – (Paris, ).

8 Apart from Barnett, Empire of Humanity, which focuses mainly on the American
scene, the classic work on American humanitarianism is still Merle Curti, American
Philanthropy Abroad (New Brunswick, NJ, ).

9 Emily S. Rosenberg, Spreading the American Dream: American Cultural and Economic
Expansion – (New York, ).

10 J. William Frost, ‘“Our deeds carry our message”: The Early History of the
American Friends Service Committee’, Quaker History, / (), –.



   

The Beginnings of Quaker Humanitarianism

The Religious Society of Friends traces its origins back to a group of
Protestant Puritan dissenters that split from the Church of England
in seventeenth-century Britain under the leadership of George
Fox (–). Some of them stayed in England, but a significant
proportion of Quakers fled the initial persecution and went to the
New World. Most prominent among those who left Britain was
the wealthy merchant William Penn (–), who founded and
developed the colony of Pennsylvania as a kind of Quaker utopia.
While there have always been Quaker communities outside Britain
(and its empire) and the USA, these two countries accounted for the
vast majority of congregations until well into the second half of the
twentieth century.11

Throughout their history Quakers across the world tried to keep
some sense of unity, but there were also significant differences
that separated Friends on both sides of the Atlantic. During the
nineteenth century both British and American Friends developed
strong quasi-independent branches of liberal, conservative, and
evangelical leanings which, in turn, built up their own separate
transnational networks. While British Quakers kept their formal
unity and all these groups remained part of the London Yearly
Meeting (YM),12 American Quakers in turn went through a series
of schisms. These translated into a geographical divide between
the East Coast Quaker establishment and other sections centred in
parts of the Midwest that leaned more towards either conservatism
or evangelicalism. Through all geographical and theological splits, a
small core of common convictions remained among all Quakers, the
most important of which were the priesthood of all men as closely
related to the ‘inner light’ or ‘that of God’ in every man, and the
worship of God through ‘testimonies’. Other, more outward attri-
butes, such as plain dress, abstinence from intoxicating substances,
and a ban on dancing and singing, were permanently contested,
adapted, and redefined by the different branches. The same largely
held true when it came to some of the basic convictions attached to

11 Today African Quakers form a majority. At the time of writing there are
approximately , practising Quakers worldwide.

12 The Yearly Meetings are the highest level of organization within the Quaker
organizational framework.



  

Quakerism, such as radical pacifism (the ‘peace testimony’) and the
refusal to swear oaths to authorities. Here the exact interpretation
and the degree of rigidity with which these principles were put into
practice were objects of permanent dispute and change.13

In sharp contrast, a feature that seemed to unite Friends on both
sides of the Atlantic, going beyond all diversity, was their strong
basis in the history of philanthropic and humanitarian activities
at all levels from the local to the international. Widely recognized
is the key position that the Friends occupied within the Anti-
Slavery Movement, to which they lent some of their protagonists
as well as networks.14 Anti-slavery, however, was not the only way
in which Quakers became involved in humanitarian efforts. Their
engagement can be traced in prisons,15 educational reforms, the
temperance movement, and the fight against torture, white slavery
(human trafficking), and the opium trade. Friends were key actors in
both the emerging peace movement16 and the struggle for women’s
rights.17 In the USA, Quakers also filled the ranks of organizations
that promoted the rights and welfare of freed slaves and Native
Americans. Finally, and against the backdrop of industrialization,
they became increasingly involved in social reform.18

In many of these areas transnational ties connected American
with BritishQuakers, particularly in the Anti-SlaveryMovement. In
the field of relief, the British Quakers’ humanitarianism was initially
far more internationally minded. The Society of Friends in Britain
became active as early as the Napoleonic Wars. It set up committees
to help victims of the Greek war of independence during the s,
the great Irish famine of the s, and the Franco-German War

13 For a concise overview of the development of Quakerism on both sides of the
Atlantic see John Punshon, Portrait in Grey: A Short History of the Quakers (London, );
Howard Brinton, Friends for  Years: Beliefs and Practice of the Society of Friends since
George Fox Started the Quaker Movement (London, ).

14 See e.g. the contributions to the volume by Thomas Bender (ed.), The Anti-Slavery
Debate: Capitalism and Abolitionism as a Problem in Historical Interpretation (Berkeley, ).

15 Gil Skidmore, Elizabeth Fry: A Quaker Life (Walnut Creek, Calif., ).
16 See e.g. David Cortright, Peace: A History of Movements and Ideas (Cambridge, );

Charles Chatfield, The American Peace Movement: Ideals and Activism (New York, ).
17 Margaret Hope Bacon, Mothers of Feminism: The Story of Quaker Women in America

(Philadelphia, ); it is another striking fact that of the roughly  British women
humanitarians Sybil Oldfield presents for the period  to , around a fifth
were Quakers: Sybil Oldfield, Doers of the Word: British Women Humanitarians –
(London, ).

18 Jane Addams, the founder of Chicago’s Hull House, was born a Quaker but was
non-practising.



   

in . If American Quakers took part in these early endeavours
at all, they did so individually and as part of wider committees of a
non-denominational kind, as was the case in Greece and Ireland.19

During the s, however, American Quakers, especially on the
East Coast, slowly but surely began to catch up, and in some
cases their contributions became more recognizable as a distinctive
Quaker effort. During the first of several significant humanitarian
crises that caught the American public’s attention throughout the
s, the great famine that haunted the Russian Empire in –,
their activities bore a clear Quaker profile.20 In the case of the
Armenian massacres of – in the Ottoman Empire, a number
of individual Quakers became involved through their connections
with American Protestant Missions in the Near East. During the
Cuban war of independence in the wake of the Spanish–American
war of , however, many Quakers hesitated to get involved. The
jingoistic and imperialistic overtones that entered the debate around
‘humanitarian intervention’ and the American Empire in general
were criticized by the Society of Friends. While it is fair to say that
the majority of the reform initiatives American Friends engaged
in still took place at national level, international humanitarian aid
occupied an increasingly important place on their agenda, although
less than among their British co-religionists. Within the next two
decades this was to change.

Before examining the immediate reasons for this shift, I shall
look at the historiographical explanations for the expansion of
international humanitarianism during the nineteenth century in
order to evaluate them against the Quaker experience and vice
versa.

The History of Humanitarianism and the Quaker Experience

One strand within the area of ‘new cultural history’ which deals
with the origins of modern humanitarianism has identified En-
lightenment thinking, in particular a new sentimental regime and
a heightened ‘sensibility’ for human suffering, as the driving force
behind the emergence of humanitarian activities.21 Others have

19 Curti, American Philanthropy Abroad .
20 Existing connections with a group of Russian dissenters, the Dukhobors, whom

the Friends regarded as part of the wider Quaker family, and the circle around the
writer Lev Tolstoy may have played a part in this.

21 Lynn Hunt, Inventing Human Rights: A History (New York, ). For an overview



  

attributed the expansion of aid to ‘distant sufferers’—for example,
with regard to the Anti-Slavery Movement—to the manifestations
of a new capitalist mindset that furthered a sense of responsibility
linked to the experience of the causality of one’s actions. This ar-
gument states that the more people began to believe that their own
behaviour influenced others far away, in a positive or negative way,
the further they were pushed over the ‘humanitarian threshold’.22

To draw a line from the development of capitalist economies to the
emergence ofQuaker humanitarianism seems particularly tempting
considering that Quakers were, or became, economically successful
as merchants and industrialists at the same time as they started to
become protagonists of the Anti-Slavery Movement. In fact, many
studies have pointed to this connection, mostly in a critical man-
ner. Quaker anti-slavery appears in some studies as a smokescreen
behind whichQuakers tried to hide exploitative practices at home.23

Another set of literature links the emergence of international
humanitarianism to the rise of evangelicalism. Humanitarian aid
across national borders is discussed here as an immediate con-
sequence of the evangelical revival and the missionary movement
it triggered. The universalizing undertones of evangelicalism laid
the groundwork on which local charity could develop into a poten-
tiallyworldwide humanitarian approach.24The connection between
evangelicalismand the emergence of international humanitarianism
is emphasized by more recent research.25 Ian Tyrrell, for example,

see Richard Ashby Wilson and Richard D. Brown, ‘Introduction’, in eid. (eds.),
Humanitarianism and Suffering: The Mobilization of Empathy (Cambridge, ), –;
Thomas Laqueur, ‘Bodies, Details, and the Humanitarian Narrative’, in Lynn Hunt
(ed.), The New Cultural History (Los Angeles ), –; Thomas W. Laqueur,
‘Mourning, Pity, and the Work of Narrative in the Making of “Humanity”’, in Wilson
and Brown (eds.), Humanitarianism and Suffering , –.

22 Thomas L. Haskell, ‘Capitalism and the Origins of Humanitarian Sensibility’,
pt. , American Historical Review, / (), –, pt. , ibid. / (), –.

23 See e.g. David Brion Davis, ‘The Quaker Ethic and the Anti-Slavery International’,
in Thomas Bender (ed.), The Anti-Slavery Debate: Capitalism and Abolitionism as a Problem
in Historical Interpretation (Berkeley, ); Jean Soderlund, Quakers and Slavery: A Divided
Spirit (Princeton, ); James Walvin, The Quakers: Money and Morals (London, ),
–. Others argue that the engagement with ‘distant sufferers’ within the Anti-Slavery
Movement was to avoid conflicts at home: see Margaret Abruzzo, Polemical Pain: Slavery,
Cruelty, and the Rise of Humanitarianism (Baltimore, ).

24 For the American case see Amanda Porterfield, ‘Protestant Missionaries: Pioneers
of American Philanthropy’, in Lawrence J. Friedman and Mark D. McGarvie (eds.),
Charity, Philanthropy, and Civility in American History (Cambridge, ), –.

25 An evangelical impulse can be traced e.g. in the origins of the Red Cross
Movement: see John F. Hutchinson, ‘Rethinking the Origins of the Red Cross’,



   

has clearly demonstrated the close personal and ideological ties that,
in the last decades of the nineteenth century, connected evangelical
moral reformers to the missionary movement and the emergence
of a potentially globally oriented humanitarianism in the United
States.26 The Quakers, however, do not fit easily into this picture.
There are strong indicators that the origin of Quaker humanitar-
ianism across national borders in early nineteenth-century England
was closely related to the influence of evangelicalism.27 Yet while
Quakers established their own missionary societies in Britain and
the USA in the later part of the nineteenth century and many be-
came missionaries, the missionary movement itself was never a fully
accepted part of the Society of Friends on either side of the Atlantic.
Although individual Quaker missionaries played an important part
in some humanitarian efforts,28 the attitude of official Quakerism re-
mained hesitant and even hostile.29 As will be shown later, Quaker
humanitarianism largely developed separately from, and even in
opposition to, evangelicalism and the missionary movement.

There is yet another significant body of literature that focuses
on the reasons for Western societies’ growing awareness of, and
readiness to alleviate, distant suffering throughout the nineteenth
century. Within this strand, there is a strong tendency to relate the
new consciousness to the emergence of an essentially imperialist
‘discourse of responsibility’ that carried ideas of a ‘civilizingmission’
and ultimately served as a legitimizing vehicle for the promotion of
imperial policies.30 For the USA, there are some studies that explore
this perspective and point to the role played by private actors in the
context of the country’s rise to world power. Philanthropists appear

Bulletin for the History of Medicine, / (), –. In a broader context, see
Bertrand Taithe, ‘Horror, Abjection and Compassion: From Dunant to Compassion
Fatigue’, New Formations,  (), –. The case of the Salvation Army is well
documented by Harald Fischer-Tiné, ‘Global Civil Society and the Forces of Empire:
The Salvation Army, British Imperialism and the “Pre-History” of NGOs (ca.–
)’, in Sebastian Conrad and Dominic Sachsenmaier (eds.), Competing Visions of
World Order: Global Moments and Movements, s–s (New York, ), –.

26 Ian Tyrell, Reforming the World: The Creation of America’s Moral Empire (Princeton,
), –.

27 John Ormerod Greenwood, Quaker Encounters,  vols. (York, –). i. Friends and
Relief (), –.

28 Michelle Tusan, ‘The Business of Relief Work: A Victorian Quaker in Con-
stantinople and her Circle’, Victorian Studies, / (), –.

29 Greenwood, Quaker Encounters, ii. Vines on the Mountains ().
30 Boris Barth and Jürgen Osterhammel (eds.), Zivilisierungsmissionen: Imperiale Welt-

verbesserung seit dem . Jahrhundert (Constance, ).



  

as the benign face of American hegemony that opened doors for US
diplomatic and economic interests abroad, and at the same time
softened up Americans at home for interventionist foreign policies.
This view opens up a broad debate in that it touches on a number
of highly controversial questions about the role of humanitarianism
as a ‘chosen instrument’ in a cultural diplomacy setting.31

Until now, this perspective has hardly ever been linked to ap-
proaches that ask about individual or group-specific motivations
for humanitarian action. The Quakers in particular provide an
excellent field of study here. The degree to which the Quaker case
fits the ‘social history paradigm’ that explains philanthropic action
in terms of its social functions for élites vis-à-vis their peer groups
could be examined.32 This approach takes inspiration from some of
the classical anthropological and philosophical studies of the social
function of the gift, from Marcel Mauss to Jean Starobinski,33 and
seems especially appropriate for looking at groups on the margins
of the political élite, most prominently Jewish philanthropists.

While this approach has mostly been used to explain philan-
thropy at the national level, it can also be used to explore the
forms that crossed national borders.34 While philanthropy attained
national significance globally, and could be identified abroad as
being ‘American’ or ‘British’ or ‘French’, the donors who gave to
people in distress in foreign countries were equally able to raise their
status among their peers at home. This was particularly relevant to
the Quakers, less because of their exclusion from the inner circle of
political power by law or convention35 than on account of their ge-
neral pacifist attitude and the critical positions adopted on occasion
by some of their prominent members with regard to foreign-policy

31 Tyrrell, Reforming the World ; Rosenberg, Spreading the American Dream; some of the
contributions in Brendan Simms and D. J. B. Drim (eds.), Humanitarian Intervention: A
History (Cambridge, ), point in the same direction.

32 Alan J. Kidd, ‘Philanthropy and the “Social History Paradigm”’, Social History,
/ (), –.

33 See e.g. the classic works by Marcel Mauss, The Gift: Forms and Functions of Exchange
in Archaic Societies (Miami, ); and Jean Starobinski, Largesse (Chicago, ).

34 Abigail Green, ‘Rethinking Sir Moses Montefiore: Religion, Nationhood, and
International Philanthropy in the Nineteenth Century’, American Historical Review,
/ (), –.

35 In the nineteenth century American Quakers in general cannot be regarded
as outsiders, but mostly as part of the Protestant Establishment, especially on the
East Coast. In Britain, their status as outsiders vis-à-vis the Church of England
Establishment also slowly disappeared in the nineteenth century, but was nevertheless
more relevant than in the USA.



   

questions. The majority of American Quakers, for example, took
a firmly anti-imperialist and anti-interventionist position in the
Spanish–American war of , while their British co-religionists
were highly critical of Britain’s conduct of the Boer Wars. As can
be shown, rendering humanitarian aid to foreigners ‘in the name
of the American (or British) people’ could, on occasion, expose
the Quakers to allegations of being unpatriotic. I would like to go
further and argue that in the case of the USA, by becoming part
of American humanitarianism abroad, Quakers actively took part
in both the process of American global expansion and the internal
debates on the definition of what constituted the American nation
even if, or precisely because, they were highly critical of some of the
major aspects of these processes.

Against the background of the meta-history of Quaker humani-
tarianism, the next section will examine the two most important
concrete developments that placed Quakers at the centre of the
newly emerging field of international humanitarian aid. These were
related to each other, one coming from within and the other from
outside the Religious Society of Friends. The first was the reform of
Quaker theology under the heading of ‘modernism’, promoted by
a group of young Friends. The other was triggered by the outbreak
of the First World War, which threw many young Quakers and
the Society as a whole into a grave conflict about how to reconcile
their pacifist convictions with patriotic service to their respective
countries at war.

Modernist Quakerism and the Young Friends Movement

The Young Friends Movement (YFM) began around the mid-s
as a challenge to what many young Quakers experienced as the
utterly conservative and passive nature of official Quakerism.36 It
tried to inject new life into a religious community that they saw
as on the brink of becoming more and more marginalized and,
ultimately, in danger of extinction in the face of a vigorous drive
towards evangelicalism and a growing missionary zeal within other
Protestant denominations. The YFM to a large degree represented
a broader Zeitgeist and can be seen as the young Quakers’ response
to common trends in and outside Christianity in the last decades of

36 Greenwood, Friends and Relief , –. For Britain see Thomas C. Kennedy, British
Quakerism –: The Transformation of a Religious Community. (Oxford, ).



  

the nineteenth century. It drew its inspiration from other Christian
groups, such as the Young Men’s Christian Association (YMCA),
Christian Endeavour, or the Student Volunteer Union (SVU), which
aimed to organize young men and women for the renewal of the
official Protestant religion through evangelicalism and missionary
activities. These were movements not for youth but by youth, a
feature they shared with the more secular German Jugendbewegung ,
which influenced young Quakers in many respects. It was related
to the rise of the Holiness movement, the drive towards internal
and external missionary activities by groups such as the YMCA and
the SVU, which aimed at the ‘evangelization of the world in this
generation’. Many younger Quakers felt attracted to evangelicalism
and some answered the call of the SVU, pledging themselves
to become missionaries. Some future leaders of Quaker relief
organizations in the USA, especially those with a Midwestern
background such as Clarence Pickett, the future executive secretary
of the AFSC, had at some point in their lives felt a strong urge
to become missionaries themselves.37 After all, ideas of ‘muscular
Christianity’ and a ‘living religion’, a sense of purpose, and a spirit
of adventure were all enshrined in the missionary movement and
held a strong appeal for all who aimed to escape the narrow limits
of provincial parish life.38

They lessened only when a group of younger Friends, in England
and the USA, began to channel the zeal for renewal felt by many
into a different direction. While in Britain the initiative was taken
by a group around John Wilhelm Rowntree (–), of the
chocolate dynasty, in the USA it was mostly young teachers at
Quaker colleges such as Haverford, Swarthmore, and Earlham who
led the movement. Central among them was Rufus Jones (–
), the ‘new prophet’ who had become editor of the monthly
American Friend in , a forum that he used to promote the
renewal and unity of Quakerism under a new ‘modernist’ drive.39

The ideas shared by Rowntree and Jones (who kept in close and
friendly contact with each other) boiled down to a revitalization of

37 Lawrence McK. Miller, Witness for Humanity: A Biography of Clarence E. Pickett
(Wallingford, Pa., ), –.

38 On the ‘modernist’ revival of Quakerism see Punshon, Portrait in Grey, –;
Greenwood, Vines on the Mountains, –; id., Quaker Encounters, iii. Whispers of Truth
(), –.

39 Stephen Allott, John Wilhelm Rowntree (–) (York, ); Claus Bernet,
Rufus Jones (–) (Frankfurt a.M., ).



   

Quakerism through mysticism, an emphasis on personal religious
experience, and, above all, social awareness. They reinterpreted
the idea of the ‘inner light’ as a call for activism across narrow
denominational or societal boundaries. Theirs was a religion of
‘deeds not words’. Despite evangelicalism’s increasing engagement
in the social field under the heading of ‘moral reform’ at the end
of the nineteenth century, the main distinction was that modernist
Quakers refused evangelicalism’s emphasis on salvation and the
spreading of the gospel through internal and external missionary
activities. In the context of a history of humanitarianism, the most
important feature was the centrality of the concept of ‘service’
within the new modernist theology. Quakers were to confront the
evils of the world through ‘a fellowship of service’. As JohnOrmerod
Greenwood has put it: ‘The new gospel was social: a social gospel
not of individual but of social sin, and the way to salvation was
through a fellowship of service.’40 The YFM stood for a worldly
religion, and the best way to worship God was to cure the suffering
of the world. Rufus Jones addressed an audience of British Friends
in  in this vein: ‘We have to make this terrestrial paradise before
we get any celestial city. The great task we are about to devote
ourselves to is to be not so much personal salvation as the broad
mission of social righteousness . . . the task of carrying holiness into
the very structure of human society.’ He went on: ‘No one can be
a follower of the Lord Jesus Christ if he stops at the salvation of his
own soul. It makes religion into a fine kind of selfishness. The power
of religion is measured not by what God has done for us, as by what
God is doing through us.’ JohnWilhelmRowntree made it clear that
this understanding of service knew no national boundaries either.
At a conference in Manchester his concluding prayer in the name
of the YFM was programmatic: ‘Lay upon us the burden of the
world’s suffering.’41

Before the First World War, however, it was at national level
that this call to ‘service’ brought Friends into close contact with a
variety of reform agendas and revitalized their engagement with
social and other reform issues. While the Society of Friends as a
whole was still rather conservative in character, this public image
was slowly being transformed by a modernist drive. Because of
their ever more visible connections with a wide range of reform
agendas, Quakers were increasingly regarded as forming a sort of

40 Greenwood, Friends and Relief , . 41 Ibid. .



  

radical left wing among Protestant denominations. From the start,
the YFM was a transnational movement. The leaders knew each
other well and it was common for young Friends to have crossed the
Atlantic. They used long-established networks among Quakers and
also built new ones. They met each other at summer schools and
camps (yet another feature that demonstrates their closeness to the
Jugendbewegung ) in England and the USA.42 That said, modernist
claims to renewal did play out quite differently in Britain and in
the USA because of the different degrees of centralization of their
Quaker branches. While the modernist movement in Britain slowly
made inroads into the Society of Friends and ‘marched through the
institutions’, the road was much bumpier for modernist Friends in
the USA, who had to deal with a great variety of Quaker life and
organizations. This, in turn, gave another meaning to the YFM
in the USA. Against the backdrop of the deep rifts that separated
the different groups of Quakers, it created some sense of unity and
offered opportunities for exchange and co-operation among young
Quakers across all divides.43 This would prove to be a foundation
to build upon when the Society of Friends in the USA was faced
with their country’s entry into the First World War. It was, as will
be shown, the precondition for the Quakers becoming a central
player in the field of international humanitarian relief from 
onwards.

The First World War and the Challenge of Conscription

The YFM had also helped to reinvigorate and radicalize the
Quakers’ commitment to pacifism. Right from the start, the ‘peace
testimony’ and, to use a modern term, the principle of non-violence
formed an important part of the Quaker identity. It comes as no sur-
prise that, asDavidCortright has pointed out, ‘Quakers have been at
the forefront of nearly every major peace movement in modern US
and British history’.44 However, pacifism is by no means a clear-cut
concept. There have beenmany variations, ranging from ‘absolutist’
or ‘idealist’ positions that reject violence under all circumstances to
more ‘practical’ or ‘realist’ ones that accept violence as a given fact
of international life and regard peace more as an aim than a means.
In the nineteenth century many Friends leaned towards the latter

42 Ibid.
43 Frost, ‘“Our deeds carry our message”’. 44 Cortright, Peace, .



   

position, and the exact consequences and requirements of the ‘peace
testimony’ were far from clearly defined or uncontested within the
Society. It was only in the immediate wake of the First World War
that the pendulum swung towards a purer and more radical form of
pacifism, and the YFM took the major part in this process. ‘Let us
have done with an easy religion’, one of the Australian delegates to
an All-Quaker conference in Swanwick proclaimed in , setting
the tone for a group of Young Friends to call for a commitment to
absolute pacifism.45 Their success can be measured by the fact that
when the First World War broke out, the Society of Friends on both
sides of the Atlantic became the driving force behind the foundation
of peace societies such as the Fellowship of Reconciliation, which
opted for uncompromising and outspoken pacifism.46 Nevertheless,
what the exact requirements of the peace testimony were remained
a highly controversial question, especially after the war had started.
British and American Quakers now felt a sense of urgency to find
ways for young Friends to reconcile their faith, especially with regard
to the peace testimony, with patriotic service to their country at
war. The most virulent questions concerned the threat of universal
conscription and, accordingly, ways to secure recognition of the
status of conscientious objectors for those who did not want to join
the forces.47

British Friends were the first to face the problem of how to adjust
their relief work institutionally to the situation of a war in which their
own government and army were involved. They, in turn, could draw
on the experience ofQuakers in the Commonwealth, fromAustralia
and New Zealand in particular, where universal conscription had
been introduced as part of the anti-Japanese imperial defence plan
of –. Some young Friends had suffered severe punishment
for refusing to follow the call of duty, and many of those who got
involved later on became key figures in one of the newly founded
Quaker relief organizations within the British Empire.48

When war finally broke out, British Friends and the Society of
Friends as a whole reacted to it in a variety of ways. The spectrum

45 Greenwood, Friends and Relief , .
46 For the British case see Thomas C. Kennedy, ‘Fighting about Peace: The

No-Conscription Fellowship and the British Friends Service Committee, –’,
Quaker History, / (), –.

47 In the summer of  Quakers already had a wealth of experience in this area,
going back a century to the first introduction of conscript armies.

48 Greenwood, Friends and Relief , –.



  

of individual reactions extended from those who volunteered for
the army and went into combat to those who refused any kind of
service related to the war effort and went to prison. To the latter
and all other conscientious objectors, the Society of Friends offered
legal counsel. A majority of Quakers facing conscription, however,
went to war. There were two choices for those who opted for
conscientious objection. Some engaged in non-combatant service
within the military structure in the Friends Ambulance Unit (FAU);
others joined the FriendsWarVictimRelief Committee (FWVRC).49

This engaged in reconstruction work behind the front lines, while
the FAU operated closer to the war operations themselves. More
than anything, the distinction pointed to the fact that the Society
of Friends was far from having found a common position on the
question of how to deal with the war and the degree to which
Friends should get involved in it. While the FWVRC represented
the official pacifist line and operated within the structure of the
Society of Friends, the FAU was only loosely affiliated. According
to the historian of British Quakerism John Ormerod Greenwood,
the two units represented the ‘utopian’ and the ‘practical’ branches
of Quaker humanitarianism.50

These two units consisted mainly of young men and women, but
there was a third way in which members of the Society of Friends of
all ages became involved. Through the Emergency Committee for
the Assistance of Germans, Austrians and Hungarians in Distress
they took aid to ‘enemy aliens’ who, for one reason or another, found
themselves in the territory of the British Empire after hostilities
started in . Of all the Quakers’ humanitarian activities during
the war, this was by far the most unpopular with the general public
(‘Hun coddling’) and attracted severe criticism for its perceived
‘unpatriotic’ nature, even though it was officially endorsed by the
War Charities Act of . The Emergency Committee, however,
was an important instrument linking the Society of Friends to the
broader peace movement, and it was also an important point of
departure from which the Quakers would start their efforts for
reconciliation once the war had ended.51

49 Tammy M. Proctor, Civilians in a World at War, – (New York, ),
–.

50 Greenwood, Friends and Relief , .
51 Proctor, Civilians, –.



   

The Foundation of the American Friends Service Committee

American Friends could in many ways build on the experiences
of their British counterparts. There was broad coverage of British
war relief activities in Quaker publications in the USA. Generally,
American Quakers followed the work of the FAU and the FWVRC
closely and donated money; some young Friends even volunteered
for service in the FAU.

When the USA eventually entered the war in April , Ameri-
can Friends faced pretty much the same situation as their British
co-religionists in , with some significant differences. The most
important one was the very fact that the BritishQuakers had already
gone through it and could now offer a wealth of experience and
valuable insights into what to expect from the government, the
military, and a hostile general public overtaken by a wave of patriotic
fervour. As a consequence, on  April , three weeks after the
US entry into the war, delegates of all the different branches of
American Quakers met in Philadelphia to find a common denomi-
nator, especially regarding the problems young Friends would now
inevitably face. Out of this meeting evolved the American Friends
Service Committee. The most urgent task the Committee saw for
itself was to offer young Quakers an alternative to military service.
The immediate problem, however, was less about conscription—as
a religious group, the Quakers in the USA could generally expect to
be accepted as conscientious objectors—than about the need felt by
many to prevent young Friends from volunteering for the military
solely because of a lack of real alternatives. The patriotic undertones
of the AFSC’s first statements were therefore directed in equal
parts at the non-Quaker public and its own younger members. The
AFSC’s first press release reflected this dual thrust: ‘We are united in
expressing our love for our country and our desire to serve her loyally.
We offer our services to the government of the United States in any
constructivework inwhichwe can conscientiously serve humanity.’52

The AFSC’s first task was to bridge the divisions that ran through
the Society of Friends in the USA. It needed the support of all
branches of Quakerism, both financially and for the pending nego-
tiations with the administration and the military authorities. Given

52 Friends Emergency Committee,  Apr. , first session, General File ,
AFSC archives, Philadelphia.



  

the great diversity, this was no easy task. That the initiative was
overtaken by the Young Friends Movement, whose male mem-
bers were directly threatened by a future draft, also seemed like a
disadvantage. Rufus Jones, the AFSC’s first chairman, and Vincent
Nicholson, an attorney from Indiana, were both firmly rootedwithin
the YFM. The YFM, however, was associated with modernism and,
equally problematically, with the most radical interpretation of the
peace testimony, which complicated co-operation with orthodox
and evangelical Friends. On the other hand, when the AFSC was
founded, the YFMwas the only section of AmericanQuakerism that
crossed the schisms and the only place where Friends of all different
branches would come together regularly. It was thus predestined
to provide a forum for co-operation in an emergency situation. In
turn, the AFSC’s work for conscientious objectors appealed to all
sections. While a majority of Quakers were, in fact, in favour of the
war, everyone seemed able to unite behind the principle of offer-
ing a choice for those who would not fight and compromise their
religious convictions. After all, for all Quakers, regardless of their
individual attitude towards the war, conscientious objection was a
matter of freedom of religion. The AFSC leadership’s emphasis on
‘constructive service’ as an alternative both tomilitary service and to
outright pacifist absolutism provided a common denominator that
the vast majority of Quakers could agree on.

In the long run the AFSC proved to be a unifying force within
American Quakerism in a much broader sense, but this was far from
certain at the time of its foundation. In  the co-operation of
such diverse forces had immediate consequences for how the AFSC
worked. From the start, the use of ‘Quaker rhetoric’ was toned
down and all political and religious language avoided wherever
possible. Instead, the AFSC tried to transmit a ‘deeds not words’
approach and emphasized the predominantly technical and pro-
fessional character of its work. Later, when Quaker relief workers
were eventually allowed into the war zone, there were other factors
that further strengthened this approach. Behind the front lines,
where the Quakers were in close contact with the military, even
the slightest suspicion of missionary activities would have put the
whole enterprise into jeopardy. As long as the war lasted, religious
controversies, such as the debate about the exact meaning of the
peace testimony, were therefore put completely aside.53

53 There was constant warning against such activities in the correspondence between



   

Of course, this emphasis on the technical nature of the Quakers’
relief work also contained a message to the outside world, because
even though relations with political and military officials and the
public were altogether less tense than in Britain, they were by
no means without difficulties. Although some members of the
administration and the military, including the President and the
Secretary ofWar, were sympathetic towards the Quakers in general,
conscientious objection remained a delicate issue, even more so
since the Society of Friends offered support and legal counsel to
conscientious objectors outside their own religious group. Starting
with the other ‘historical peace churches’, such as the Mennonites
and Brethren, it also extended to others who objected to military
service for different reasons, as long as they could be considered
conscientious objectors. Another set of problems arose from the fact
that the AFSC never fully cut its ties to the wider peace community,
including labour unions and groups from the political far left, even
though it avoided being too closely associated with them. The
administration’s and military’s dual aim was not to let conscientious
objection turn into something ‘subversive’ that threatened the war
effort, and to channel the activities of conscientious objectors so
that they either helped the war effort or at least did not damage
it. In their view, the best way to achieve their goals would be to
treat the Quakers as a special group. However, since the Quakers
categorically refused to accept privileged treatment as a group,
this led to a perpetual conflict that could not be resolved easily.
For much the same reasons, the Quakers were regularly attacked
as unpatriotic by some sections of the press. These circumstances
explain why public relations played such an important role in the
AFSC organizational setup right from the start.54 ‘To disprove the
accusation of disloyalty to our country’, the AFSC Bulletin read in
May , ‘we must show, as nearly as possible, a readiness for
the quality of sacrifice others are rendering.’ Suspicion had to be
countered by ‘positive service’, service that was equally appropriate
‘for expressing our love for our country, humanity at large and the
Kingdom of God’.55

Despite constant lobbying, Congress and the military both ini-

AFSC headquarters in Philadelphia and the field, as well as in the periodicals aimed
at the wider Quaker public, such as the AFSC Bulletin.

54 Frost, ‘“Our deeds carry our message”’.
55 AFSC Bulletin,  (Apr. ).



  

tially hesitated to allow conscientious objectors into the war zone
as relief workers. In the end, the AFSC succeeded for two main
reasons. First, it offered to send its workers directly to the front line
in France, close to American troops, which made the Quaker relief
appear as an ally in the American war effort. Secondly, American
Quakers had the support of the leadership of the American Red
Cross (ARC), which the Quakers had worked with at national level
on several occasions before the war in dealing with natural disasters.
Since the President had given the ARC exclusive responsibility for
all war-related medical services and the co-ordination of relief ac-
tivities in general, it served as a door-opener for Quaker relief in
the war zone. In return, the AFSC had to accept working under an
organization that de facto acted as part of the American military.
From mid- the AFSC began to train relief workers, and in
November of the same year the first left for Europe.

American Quakers in Action

In the meantime, the AFSC started its practical work at home
under the double heading of patriotism and professionalism. While
the beginnings were rather chaotic, Quaker businessmen gradually
began to take over organizational tasks. In the first year the AFSC
expanded significantly in terms of personnel and activities. After
one year its staff comprised two permanent officials and four sec-
retaries. In addition, the AFSC established a publicity department
that sent out press releases to around  newspapers across the
nation. Prominent Quakers such as Rufus Jones, Henry Cadbury,
and Wilbur Thomas, executive secretary of the AFSC, toured the
USA on speaking assignments directed to Quaker and non-Quaker
audiences. It raised funds of around $,, mostly within the
Society of Friends, during the first year, helped to establish local
service committees, and successfully involved Quaker congrega-
tions in providing clothing and other essential goods for the relief
effort. The AFSC used the Quaker colleges as a major field of
recruitment, which gave the organization a further push towards
professionalization. Doctors, engineers, and public relations experts
from Haverford and other places staffed the AFSC’s ranks both at
home and abroad and managed the logistics of aid. Some brought
to their jobs practical experience that they had gathered at local
level as social workers. In the autumn of  some began working as



   

instructors for the first  or so young men who were preparing to
become relief workers in France at the newly established Haverford
camp.56

Only a minority of these young relief workers (mostly men but
also a couple of women) were, in fact, conscientious objectors.
The majority were attracted by the promise of ‘constructive work’
held out by the AFSC. Most were Quakers or members of the
other ‘peace churches’, including all branches of the Society of
Friends. The courses were entirely practical. Essential medical and
construction training formed the bulk of the classes, supplemented
by tuition in French and ‘political education’, with very few religious
elements. Interestingly enough, the Haverford camp, by dress, ap-
pearance, and routines, tried to convey the image of a quasi-military
training camp to the outside world. This was yet another example
of the AFSC’s efforts to display patriotism and professionalism as
a message to the outside world. It also expressed the fact that the
AFSC was applying the standard set by the American Red Cross, as
the ‘official’ American relief agency, as its yardstick. As Julia Irwin
has shown, the ARC used it status to establish humanitarian aid
as both a patriotic obligation and part of the American national
identity. By the same token, it had ‘invented’ a new humanitarian
‘style’—rational, efficient, and based on scientific concepts.57

Beyond this, it was part of the ARC’s strategy to strip humani-
tarian work of its feminine connotations and to promote it as an
essentially masculine activity and career path appropriate for men
andwomen alike.58 In this regard, thewar context and its orientation
by the example of the ARC also had implications for the role women
occupied in the framework of the AFSC’s relief work. While wo-
men had long occupied important and responsible positions within
Quaker relief, the AFSC as an organization was male-dominated.
Most of the time its executive board was overwhelmingly male and
only one of its subcommittees, that on Women’s Work, was led by
a woman. The situation in the field was no better. The AFSC’s
male bias became even more pronounced when compared with the
situation in Britain, where medical doctors such as Edith Pye and
Hilda Clark occupied leading positions. The AFSC’s policy thus
mirrored the ARC’s ambivalent position vis-à-vis the role of women:

56 Ibid.
57 See in particular Julia Irwin, Making the World Safe: The American Red Cross and a

Nation’s Humanitarian Awakening (New York, ) 58 Ibid.



  

while it offered women unique opportunities to follow professional
careers as social workers or doctors, it was extremely restrictive
in affording them opportunities to occupy leading positions within
the organization. After its early attempts to give women a more
prominent role in the field were frustrated by the ARC, the AFSC
followed the ARC’s example and insisted on male relief workers.59

It is hard to tell in this context to what extent the AFSC’s policy
of filling leadership positions, both at home and abroad, with male
personnel was exclusively due to pressure exerted on it by the ARC.
Regarding post-war developments, the picture remains ambivalent.
While in later Quaker relief operations—for example, in Russia or
Germany—women did, in fact, occupy leading positions (in most
cases it was the only relief organization in the field to permit this),
the AFSC’s headquarters remained heavily male-dominated until
well into the s.

A similar observation on the increasingly ‘gendered’ character of
the Friends’ relief work could be made concerning the home front.
With regard to the , American Quakers and, in particular,
the women among them, the AFSC was clearly fulfilling its part in
the American government’s overall strategy, pursued through the
ARC and other humanitarian agencies, of integrating the civilian
population into the war effort. In its publications and leaflets the
AFSC repeatedly appealed to Friends all over the USA to display
engagement ‘comparable to the sacrifice of others’.60 These appeals
were addressed especially to women, who were encouraged to
organize sewing, knitting, and canning clubs to serve their country
and the Society of Friends.61 Their work was promoted by the
AFSC as being of national importance, for example, when clothes
that sewing clubs produced were promoted as ‘our representatives
in France’, a ‘silent army of representatives’ that carried an image of
the USA abroad. ‘A test of a person, a Society or a nation, is the way
they give to the needy’, the article continued, and thus the question
to be asked of every single item produced by Quaker women had
to be: ‘Is it worthy of America?’62 The AFSC thus served as a tool
for integrating Quaker women into the wider effort to win the war,

59 The AFSC first decided to train male and female relief workers in Haverford, and
it continued to do so even after the ARC had made it clear that it would not accept
them in the field, although with ‘very little public statement until the prospects of
sending women were brighter’ (AFSC minutes of the General Meeting,  June ).

60 AFSC Bulletin,  (May ). 61 AFSC Bulletin,  (May ).
62 ‘Our Representatives in France’, AFSC Bulletin, a (Feb. ).



   

or, as an early chronicler of the Committee’s humanitarian work
would have it, Quaker women were serving their country by sending
clothing to destitute civilians abroad ‘as other women sewed and
knitted for the boys in Khaki’.63

When the first American Quakers went to Europe, it was clear
that they would build on the wealth of experience their British
counterparts had already gathered. At first sight, it was only natural
that the Americans joined the ranks of existing Quaker units and
formed a united headquarters in Paris. After all, there were people
on both sides, especially among the leaders, who had travelled back
and forth between the USA and Britain as part of the YFM and
knew each other well. At second glance, however, co-operation was
not at all easy. Largely through their connection with the ARC, the
American Quakers’ loyalties were split, which led to conflict.64

This was certainly not the only source of disagreement. In
fact, major differences in ‘national and theological temperament’
emerged. To the newcomers, the British, who at this point had
worked behind the line of fire in a war of unprecedented brutality
andmass killing for almost three years, seemed cynical and detached
from any higher sense of religious idealism. To the British, the
Americans in turn seemedwet behind the ears and naïve. In addition
the British, generally speaking, had started their involvement in
the war from a much more radical point of view with regard to
pacifism. Most if not all had been conscientious objectors, while the
percentage of conscientious objectors among the Americans was
rather small. Their mainmotivation for joining wasmore ‘patriotic’,
at least at the start. There were other differences. While the mostly
Midwestern Americans came from a background where drinking
and smoking were regarded as ‘of the devil’, the British were more
permissive on both counts. More importantly, the Americans were,
in general, politically conservative while many of their British co-
workers leaned towards the left, were socialists, or even sympathized
with the Russian Revolution. Finally, the Americans thought the
British an inefficient, uncoordinated bunch, while someBritish relief
workers complained about the newcomers’ utterly businesslike and
‘un-Quaker’ approaches.65

63 Lester M. Jones, Quakers in Actioin: Recent Humanitarian and Reform Activities of the
American Quakers (New York, ), . 64 AFSC Bulletin,  (Oct. ).

65 Greenwood, Friends and Relief , . A summary of the differences can be found
in a letter from the AFSC to the American Head of the FWVRC Unit in France:



  

Given all these differences, it is remarkable that they were even-
tually put aside and that a modus vivendi was found which allowed
the two groups to work together quite successfully until the hosti-
lities ended. All of these conflicts, however, would reappear in the
major relief operations of the inter-war years in which Quakers
worked together: in Germany, Soviet Russia, and Spain. Apart
from all Quaker-specific differences, these conflicts to a certain de-
gree demonstrated the evolution of nationally based humanitarian
identities.66

When the war ended in  some in the AFSC considered that
it had fulfilled its task and prepared for its dissolution. However,
 was less the end than the end of a beginning. Within a year,
the AFSC had joined the British Quakers and become involved in
the relief of the former enemies in Germany and Austria, who were
suffering from the ongoing blockade by Allied forces. This was not
lifted completely until after the Paris peace treaties had been signed.
In June  the Quakers were already feeding around a million
children in , improvised kitchens in Germany alone.67 They
also went to Austria, Poland, and other parts of central Europe.
Only two years later, the Quakers were part of one of the biggest
relief operations of all time in Soviet Russia, where, at the height of
the operation, they helped to feed around  million people.68

The dilemmas the AFSC faced against this backdrop were much
the same as those it had faced during the war. In both cases the
AFSC worked closely with the American Relief Administration led
by Herbert Hoover, a semi-official agency funded by Congress.
Hoover’s ARA had a clear political agenda. Its aim was to use ‘food
as a weapon’ to stem the tide of a socialist revolution in Europe
and, more generally, to act in America’s presumed political and
economic interests. In both cases the ARA asked the Quakers to
join them (in Germany, exclusively; and in Soviet Russia, side by
side with Jewish, Catholic, Protestant, and some secular agencies).

Vincent Nicholson to FWVCR (France),  Aug. , in AFSCA, Minutes of the
General Meeting .

66 Irwin Making the World Safe, has highlighted this process in her study of the
American Red Cross during the First World War. See also some of the contributions in
Humanitarianism in the Era of the First World War , special issue of First World War Studies,
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The precondition under which the AFSC gained access to ARA
money, which far exceeded anything the Quakers themselves would
have been able to raise, was that the distribution of aid wore an
‘American face’: that is, it had to make clear to recipients that they
were receiving aid from the USA. This requirement obviously put
any co-operation with the British Quakers in question.

Interestingly enough, even where American and British Quakers
found ways of acting together despite these hurdles, the same
differences that had already characterized part of their wartime co-
operation came to the fore.69 The differences had not disappeared,
but nor had a willingness to co-operate and find common ground
for aQuaker-specific form of humanitarian service. This willingness
was expressed in the establishment of joint ‘Quaker embassies’ all
over Europe and in the establishment of permanent institutions for
exchange and co-operation. In all later relief activities that saw
Quaker relief in the European and Asian wars, for persecuted Jews
in Nazi Germany, victims of the Spanish Civil War,70 and, most of
all, during the Second World War, the work remained essentially
transatlantic. In  the AFSC and its British counterpart, the
Friends Service Council (FSC, established in ), were jointly
awarded the Nobel Peace Prize. Once again, the immediate prelude
to the acceptance of the prize offered another case in point for an
ongoing struggle between universal ethics and national particulari-
ties. The British at first argued against acceptance, on the grounds
that it was not right for a religious community to accept a prize for
fulfilling its religious duties. The Americans protested. While they
agreed with the underlying principle, they argued that the prize
could serve them well in current debates surrounding the looming
Cold War at national level. They won the day.71

In conclusion, the story of Quaker humanitarianism, in all its
particularity, adds an illuminating chapter to a more general story.
It highlights the complex and multilayered relationship between the
religious and the secular that forms the roots of modern humani-
tarianism. Clearly a faith-based organization (FBO) right from the
start, to use a more modern term, organized Quaker humanitar-

69 For the Russian case see Bertrand M. Patenaude, The Big Show in Bololand: The
American Relief Expedition to Soviet Russia in the Famine of  (Stanford, Calif., ).

70 Farah Mendlesohn, Quaker Relief Work in the Spanish Civil War (New York, ).
71 Irwin Abrams, ‘The Quaker Peace Testimony and the Nobel Peace Prize’, in
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ianism took inspiration from evangelicalism as much as from the
more secular social forces of the time. For the YFM activists there
was no contradiction in this. Quite the contrary, their idea of fel-
lowship and service to the world was deeply wedded to Quakerism’s
aspiration towards spiritual renewal. When the First World War
put the pacifist commitments of many Friends to the test, Quaker
humanitarianism’s answer once again displayed the same complex-
ity. While Quakers tried to stay faithful to their religious principles,
they took an active part in the process by which many humanitarian
organizations—religious or secular—became an integral part of
their countries’ war efforts and in the clear definition of national
humanitarian styles that would far outlast the end of hostilities.




