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Priscilla Peckover and
the ‘truest form of patriotism’ 1

A s an organisation with a stated commitment to absolute
pacifism, the Peace Society experienced considerable difficulties
in working with non-absolutists. The problems were caused by

divisions over the role of Christianity in peace principles, and the ques-
tion of whether some wars could be justified. Indeed, a study of the
Peace Society in this period suggests that it was simply impractical to
expect pacifists divided by this principle to work together. Yet the work
of one of the most active women in the late nineteenth-century peace
movement demonstrates that it was possible for absolute pacifists to
work closely with non-absolutists, even when differences of opinion and
principle occurred. Priscilla Peckover provides a key example of inter-
organisational co-operation, especially in respect of the mass movement
she generated: the Local Peace Associations (LPAs). Peckover’s methods
of working drew upon both Quaker ideals and domestic ideology. In
contrast to the Peace Society’s approach, which was often both defensive
and, to some extent, uncooperative, Priscilla Peckover was influenced
by gendered norms of behaviour which, when combined with her Quaker
background and the context of the peace movement, gave rise to more
collaborative and conciliatory methods. She strived to conform to late
Victorian conceptions of gender roles, and in consequence, used non-
confrontational methods such as compromise and co-operation instead
of the Peace Society’s tendency towards threats and obstruction.

The influence of gender norms is of course relevant to the other
women discussed in this book, because some feminists chose to deliber-
ately challenge such norms. As Judith R. Walkowitz has shown, the
leadership of the Ladies’ National Association for the Repeal of the
Contagious Diseases Acts was forced to battle on two fronts, against
the supporters of the Acts and the male repealers who believed women
had no place in the campaign. The prospect of mixed-sex meetings, for
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example, was particularly abhorrent to such men. As a result, women
repealers began to ally themselves with other social groups, particularly
working-class men, in order to create an environment in which their
campaigns and opinions would be accepted.2 Lucy Bland has discussed
similar problems operating on an intellectual rather than a practical
level in her consideration of the Men and Women’s Club. This Club,
which consisted of radicals, socialists and feminists, accepted that men
and women could meet in a private forum to exchange intellectual ideas
on the state of relations between the sexes. However, many women
members found after a few meetings that their opinions continued to be
subordinated to those of the men and that their means of expression –
particularly their use of the personal, which contrasted with the dry,
legalistic style used by the men – was dismissed as subjective, unscholarly
and irrelevant.3

While these questions of social norms were undoubtedly an issue
within the feminist movement, and indeed Victorian society as a whole,
such disputes operated in very specific ways for the women who were
active within pacifism. As a political pressure group the peace move-
ment prioritised the work of its male members, including, after the
extension of the franchise to many working men in 1867, working-class
men via Cremer’s WPA. The focus on those with the political power
of the ballot meant that women were neglected both as suitable targets
for peace propaganda and as valid workers within the Peace Society.
Peckover worked within the peace movement rather than the feminist
movement, and indeed was ambivalent to the women’s movement and
careful to distance herself and her work from it. She was a Quaker and
an absolute pacifist, yet she managed to work with non-absolutist organ-
isations far more effectively than did the Peace Society. She brought to
her peace campaigns a clear concept of ‘woman’s role’, which embraced
established gender norms by emphasising women’s domestic respons-
ibilities, and yet also challenged such norms by assuming that women
should have the power to shape public opinion.

Miss Priscilla Hannah Peckover (1833–1931) was born in Wisbech, Cam-
bridgeshire, to a wealthy family of bankers and philanthropists. She was
educated privately but briefly attended school in Brighton, and on the
death of her brother Alexander’s wife in 1862, devoted her life to raising
her three nieces. She was raised as a Quaker and went on to be recorded
as a minister by her Meeting, and maintained strong family ties, although
she never married. It was only in her forties that she became active in
peace and reform work. The Peckover family as a whole contributed
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significantly to the social, cultural and economic fortunes of Wisbech,
playing a prominent role in charitable and philanthropic pursuits
throughout the nineteenth century. They contributed to local organisa-
tions and founded a museum and a Working Men’s Club and Institute.
It is a testament to the family’s local influence that Peckover House
remains in Wisbech today, having been bequeathed to the National Trust
when the last of the three nieces, Alexa, died in 1948. In addition, a large
number of the surrounding buildings, including the Friends’ Meeting
House, were financed by various members of the family.4

Priscilla Peckover’s inspiration to join the peace movement came,
appropriately, in 1878, just a year before her youngest niece, Anna Jane,
turned eighteen. At Quaker Meetings, the eighth query from the Book of
Discipline, ‘Are you faithful in bearing your Christian testimony against
all war?’ was read out periodically. Her initial response to this query was
that ‘it has nothing to do with us [women]’. Shortly afterwards, she came
into contact with the WPAAPS work being undertaken by E. M. Southey.
On hearing that the WPAAPS had only two hundred members, Peckover
was roused to become involved because ‘It seemed to me a disgrace that
only two hundred women could be found who believed in Peace.’ Instead
of waiting for members to join, she canvassed from house to house, put-
ting together a Christian declaration against war and asking for signatories
and subscriptions of one penny. The result was the formation of the
Wisbech Local Peace Association (WLPA), which gained six thousand
subscribers within ten years.5 Peckover’s work in Wisbech spawned other
LPA branches across Britain and various parts of the world, as far afield
as Japan and New Zealand. However, Wisbech LPA remained the largest
branch and indeed the driving force behind the LPA movement.

In 1882 Peckover founded a quarterly journal, Peace and Goodwill:
a Sequel to the Olive Leaf, which campaigned for the establishment of a
court of nations and the reduction of all armed forces, with a view to
their eventual abolition.6 Peckover edited and indeed funded the journal
for nearly fifty years, until her death in 1931. It was for the most part
a single-issue, Evangelical journal, focused around Christian, absolute
pacifism and the progress of the peace movement across the world.
However, it also included critiques of the oppression and domination
that was being practised across the British empire. Like Peckover herself,
Peace and Goodwill bypassed questions relating to the women’s move-
ment, such as the suffrage, and argued instead that women possessed
the power and influence to work for peace and international arbitration,
and should not think of putting off such work until other aims had
been achieved. It was intended to be the journal of Wisbech LPA, but
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effectively became a focal point of the entire LPA movement, alongside
Peckover herself and the six thousand-strong Wisbech LPA. Peace and
Goodwill ceased publication on Peckover’s death in 1931, and the Wisbech
LPA was disbanded, despite the fact that membership levels remained
at around five thousand people. Peckover herself was most active in the
1880s and 1890s, travelling to international congresses and involving
herself with the work of the Peace Society, its women’s Auxiliary, the
International Peace Bureau, and the IAPA. The onset of rheumatism
at the turn of the century meant that for the last thirty years of her life
travel became increasingly difficult, and her activities were gradually
restricted to producing her journal and maintaining the WLPA.

Existing literature on Peckover presents her as a marginal presence
within the peace movement whose politics simply echoed those of the
Peace Society. Jill Liddington has argued that Peckover lacked ‘a sharp
analysis of British imperialism’, while Peter Brock claims that her opinions
‘coincided more or less’ with those of the Peace Society. Martin Ceadel
notes that Peckover was ‘astonishingly successful’ in mobilising the
LPA movement, yet barely mentions her work in a study of the British
peace movement spanning over four hundred pages. Paul Laity acknow-
ledges Peckover’s criticisms of imperialism but on the whole presents
her as conveying an ‘optimistic Christian pacifism’.7 While Peckover
allied herself with the Peace Society more closely than most other female
peace activists of this period, it is important to stress that on a number
of significant issues she disagreed with its aims and methods. She was also
critical of the expansionist British imperialism that was being practiced
across the globe, and she publicly disagreed with the Peace Society on
the question of how to protest against the second Anglo-Boer war.

Although Peckover’s personal focus was strongly influenced by
Christianity, she supported all other associations working for peace
and arbitration regardless of their religious affiliation. In a list of peace
societies of Europe and America published in Peace and Goodwill in
1885 she noted that although the associations listed did not all take
a Christian, or even a religious basis, and some combined peace work
with political or religious views that others would not support, they did
all see ‘the great need of working towards International Peace’.8 She
was adept at collaborating with a wide variety of peace workers, includ-
ing the European radicals who were the object of the Peace Society’s
suspicion. The sole indication of any division between Peckover and
republican nationalists on the continent came in the early 1900s, when
it was proposed by Gaston Moch, a member of the republican ILPL,
that the International Peace Bureau (IPB) pass a resolution on the ‘Right
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of Legitimate Defence’. This right, as drafted by Moch, affirmed the
right ‘possessed by every nation . . . to have recourse to arms in order to
safeguard its threatened interests’. This right ‘results not from the nature
of the claims put forward, but from the fact that the nation under
consideration has shown itself ready to submit them to a tribunal or
to an arbitrator, while the opposing nation has resorted to violence’.
This resolution directly conflicted with the absolute pacifist rejection
of the use of force even for defensive purposes. J. F. Green, the socialist
secretary of the non-absolutist IAPA, warned Élie Ducommun, the
secretary of the Bureau, that English and US pacifists were unlikely to
subscribe to the resolution, and Peckover cautioned him that ‘If the
Peace Congresses . . . begin to justify or regulate war, how could we from
our standpoint continue to be incorporated in the movement’.9

This exchange highlighted the divisions between some British and
US pacifists, and the Europeans. The ILPL and its companion organisa-
tions aimed to create the conditions under which violence at an inter-
national level could be regulated or policed. Because democratic republics
were seen as the ideal, it was necessary that state power be legitimised
on a defensive level for their protection. This contradicted the Christian
ideology of Peckover and the Peace Society, who held that the notion
of legitimate defence effectively justified war and, importantly, prepara-
tions for war. By recognising that certain conflicts could be legitimate,
the Bureau would acknowledge war as a system for settling disputes.
Peckover warned Ducommun that the adoption of the resolution would
split the membership and require the absolutists to resign. ‘Of course’,
she remarked, ‘we do not want to compel others to come up to our
standard.’10 The resolution failed, but the debate caused great concern
to British absolutists and served to remind them that, in the context
of the IPB, they were the weaker partners in a republican-dominated
Continental movement.

Despite the conflicts over this resolution, Peckover was prepared
to engage in work with non-absolutists. In 1893, after two years of
deliberations, she decided to accept the position of honorary associate
to Unione Lombarda, an Italian republican nationalist peace society.11

Yet Peckover constituted the WLPA on specifically Christian grounds,
and her LPA movement was unique in Britain in taking its stand
‘definitely on the Christian principles of its Declaration’ to which all
members were asked to subscribe.12 This was in contrast even to the
Peace Society, which had regulations for the absolutism of its Executive
Committee members but none for its wider membership, other than a
broad commitment to be against war and in favour of peace. In addition,
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Peckover did not expect the LPAs to work only with other Christians.
Although she held to her Christian principles she was also one of the
strongest advocates of cooperation between religious and secular pacifist
groups, supporting what Thomas Kennedy has called ‘collaborative
pacifism’.13 Indeed, Peckover deliberately marketed a great deal of her
propaganda at pacifist organisations in general, rather than Christian
pacifists specifically. She aimed to convert people to pacifism on the basis
of the need for international commitment to peace and arbitration,
rather than the unchristian nature of war, and was frequently critical of
the fact that many clergymen did not advocate peace principles. Peace
and Goodwill often carried articles, usually reprinted from other journals,
which questioned the commitment of Christianity to peace.14

It was the regional aspect of Priscilla Peckover’s peace work that
brought her greatest success. In contrast to the Peace Society’s women’s
auxiliary, the WLPA was immensely successful in recruiting members.
When it was founded in 1879, it had 144 members. Within a year, this
figure had risen to 723 men and women; by 1883, to approximately 2,400,
and by 1890 it peaked at six thousand. The membership level remained
the same at the turn of the century, and by the time of Peckover’s death
in 1931, it had declined only slightly, to just under five thousand. The
remarkable growth in membership over the first few years of the WLPA
can be seen in the fact that the population of Wisbech in 1891 was only
about 9,300 residents.15 Improbably, these statistics would make around
two-thirds of the town’s population LPA members in 1890.

While Peckover’s local influence, and that of her family, was a key
factor in generating so much support, it cannot be assumed that she
pressured local people to join. She noted in 1902 that she was reluctant
to consciously use her personal influence in order to gain subscribers,
and recalled an incident in 1879 when a farmer’s wife asked for one of
the declaration books. The woman returned the book to Peckover a
week later with the signatures of over fifty Wisbech tradesmen’s wives,
‘whom’, Peckover remarked, ‘I should have been too timid to ask –
besides having a fear that they might perhaps sign only to please me
– and I wanted real conviction’.16 Although it is likely that Peckover
would have held some influence over middle-class women in particular,
the huge membership of the WLPA cannot be explained by this alone.
The most likely explanation is that non-residents of Wisbech were
recorded as members.

There are no definitive figures on how many of Wisbech LPA’s
members were local men and women, but there are some indications that
the practice of subsuming members from other areas under the banner
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of Wisbech LPA was fairly common. By the mid-1890s, Wisbech LPA
consisted of around eighty sub-branches, although how many members
were needed to form a ‘sub-branch’ is unclear (it may have been as
few as one or two). In 1887, the Herald noted that the WLPA’s list of
members ‘included not only their own townsmen but also many from
the surrounding villages and different parts of the country, where they
were not strong enough to form associations of their own’. 17 As time
went on, Wisbech LPA’s huge membership may have consisted of
members all over the world, who were either in isolation or formed into
small groups who were unable to attract sufficient interest to establish
a local branch. Even so, it is remarkable that membership numbers
remained stable over the forty-year period from 1890 to 1931. Neither
the Anglo-Boer war, nor the First World War, nor the demographic,
social and economic changes that took place over this period had more
than a minor impact on subscriptions.

As may be implied by the Herald’s statement that the WLPA
attracted ‘townsmen’ from other areas, it existed as a women’s organisa-
tion only in the early days of its existence. Peckover’s canvassing soon
produced a number of men who wished to be able to join. In response,
the WLPA Committee prepared a ‘more detailed’ declaration based on
that used by William Randal Cremer’s Workmen’s Peace Association,
which Peckover reproduced in Peace and Goodwill. She followed this
with the disclaimer that LPA work was done on a purely Christian
basis, avoiding ‘any party politics and denominational differences’. The
wording for the original declaration was ‘I believe all war to be contrary
to the mind of Christ, who says: “Love your enemies,” “Do good to
them that hate you, &c.” and am desirous to do what I can to further
the cause of Peace.’ Added to this, when the Men’s Wisbech Local Peace
Association was created, were three principles: ‘To advocate the settle-
ment of all International disputes by Arbitration and establishment of
a High Court of Nations for that purpose’; ‘To place before our fellow-
countrymen the danger, immorality and expense of standing armies’;
and finally, ‘To at all times urge upon our Parliamentary Representatives,
that in the interests of civilization and humanity, it is the duty of the
Government of the United Kingdom, to take the initiative in promoting
International Peace, by proposing a large, mutual and simultaneous
reduction of all armed forces, with a view to their entire abolition.’ The
declaration then pledged members ‘to use every constitutional means’
to achieve these aims.18 Significantly, the separate Men’s and Women’s
Associations were short-lived as after only a few months they found it
more productive to amalgamate. Although they remained separate at
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Committee level, the Associations clearly found joint meetings to be more
successful than segregated ones. The WLPA remained predominantly
female in membership, however, and continued to be referred to as a
‘Ladies’ Peace Society’.19 There was also considerable overlap between
the LPA movement and the Ladies’ Peace Auxiliary of the Peace Society,
both of which were led by Peckover in the period following the split
with the feminist WPAA in 1882 and prior to Ellen Robinson’s period
of leadership, which began in 1894.

The work of Wisbech LPA, which it advocated for LPAs in other
regions, included circulating tracts as well as information. One of the
earliest documents it produced contained instructions on ‘How to form
a Local Peace Association in your own neighbourhood’, which was
circulated for inclusion in journals such as the Herald of Peace, the
Englishwoman’s Review and Women’s Work.20 One of Peckover’s aims
for the LPA movement was for it to inspire other associations which
would build themselves up to the strength of the WLPA in other parts
of Britain and the world. However, the movement did not take off in
this way in the long term. Certainly during the early stages of the WLPA,
its growth inspired similar associations in Britain and small numbers
of members from abroad. For shorter periods during the 1890s there
were also bursts of interest in the LPA movement, usually spurred by
the prospect of war, colonial conflicts, or treaties of arbitration. But on
the whole, Peckover remained the driving force in the movement.

A key factor in Peckover’s belief in the importance of a local move-
ment was her conviction that the enrolment of members was most
effectively done on a local basis, due to the ‘large amount of personal
explanation’ of the principles of peace that was needed, in addition to
the ‘direct appeal to conscience and good sense’. This work, requiring
‘earnestness’, patience and leisure time was, she concluded, best done
by ladies.21 In addition to membership canvassing, this method could be
used for gaining signatories to petitions. The focus was on encouraging
people to understand the principles behind the work, and in this sense
petitions had a dual purpose. Not only were they expected to influence
the body to which they were presented, but they also had an educative
function for their signatories. ‘I have a great belief ’, Peckover said, ‘in
the educating power of a petition amongst the people asked to sign it.
Every one has to have the thing explained, and even the most impatient
has learnt something about the reality of the movement.’22

These ideas illustrate how Peckover expected women’s organisations
to work. She put aside ambitious movements for peace, such as work
at Parliamentary, national or international levels, in favour of focusing
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upon her immediate locality. Thus the WLPA reached prospective mem-
bers directly. In relying upon women’s – or rather, ladies’ – leisure time,
Peckover expected that the most active women in this work would be
middle class. Yet the membership figures for Wisbech were so high that
there must have been a sizeable number of working-class men and
women involved, if only as passive members. The level of involvement
the Peckovers had with Wisbech Working Men’s Club, and the peace
lectures that were occasionally given there, suggest that there was some
involvement of working-class men in the Wisbech LPA.23 Information
on working-class women is difficult to obtain, although there is some
evidence that Peckover did philanthropic work for such women in and
around Wisbech, and that she involved the working classes in her cam-
paigns. In a speech to Leeds Women’s Peace Auxiliary, she argued that
the working classes were more likely than the middle classes to agree
that killing was wrong, and that the middle classes tended to dispute
‘plain abstract truths’. ‘She had not’, it was reported, ‘found this among
the working classes’. This is supported by a later comment on petitions,
when she noted that ‘The working classes sign very readily only needed
to be asked & know what it means [sic]’.24

Despite her emphasis on the importance of regional work, Peckover
was keen to situate the WLPA and the LPA movement more generally
within the national Ladies’ Auxiliary of the Peace Society. Addressing
the Auxiliary’s 1884 Annual Meeting, she called for a better organisation
to form the centre of the work, because effectively the ‘method and
impetus’ of the Auxiliary was coming from Wisbech during this period.
She expressed her concern that Wisbech LPA was, as a result of its size,
becoming the centre of the movement, ‘to which’, she said, ‘it has no
such pretensions’.25

Priscilla Peckover was Evangelical in her views, and much of her focus
in peace arguments was upon Scripture, which she could recite at length
and often used to illustrate her points during lectures. Her energy for
reform, and the process of winning converts to the peace cause, marked
her out as Evangelical in her methods. Yet, as Thomas Kennedy has
argued, she ‘was one of the earliest advocates of cooperation between
religious and secular peace groups’.26 She had been strongly influenced
by the Olive Leaf Circles begun by Elihu Burritt, and viewed her LPA
movement as a revival of this, adapted to the changed needs of the late
nineteenth century. This can be seen most obviously in the subtitle of
her journal, Peace and Goodwill: A Sequel to the Olive Leaf, and the state-
ment in its first issue that LPA work was ‘a revival, on a scale adapted to
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the present day, of that inaugurated and sustained by Elihu Burritt’.27

The initial aims of Peckover’s movement were to circulate information
and details of new publications, and to provide a point of contact for
existing organisations. In this sense, the LPAs were similar to the earlier
Olive Leaf Circles in that they were regional in basis and dominated by
religious argument. However, Peckover was prepared to go further than
the Olive Leaf women in promoting the peace movement.

Priscilla Peckover was in many ways the embodiment of the type
of woman member that the Peace Society preferred. She was silent
on the question of women’s rights, and espoused peace on the basis of
the religious arguments that the Society encouraged from its women
members. On being invited to give her first public speech in 1879,
Peckover later wrote that she had found it ‘a formidable proposal to
one who had never appeared on a platform’. Even two decades later,
in 1901, she lamented that Bertha von Suttner was unable to attend the
Glasgow Peace Congress because she felt that, in being left to represent
‘women’ alone, she was ‘somewhat beyond my ordinary sphere’, and
felt ‘a certain timidity, lest through any incompleteness of understand-
ing I should fail to do the best thing’.28 Her method of approach fitted
precisely with the Peace Society’s ideas of women’s sphere, and the
work done by Wisbech LPA to strengthen the peace movement’s links
with religious ministers, Sunday Schools and provincial women was
entirely in keeping with the Peace Society’s expectations.

Peckover was celebrated within the Herald as an active peace worker
in 1881, at a relatively early stage in her peace work, and in 1882, when
she was elected a vice-president of the Ladies’ Peace Auxiliary. In 1883,
a separate section of the Peace Society’s Annual Report was devoted to
her work, and she was invited to join the Executive Committee in 1889.29

Her refusal to take up this offer signals her determination to involve
herself in the movement in a private and, as far as possible, a non-
pioneering role. Her acceptance of a vice-presidency of the Society, which
entailed involvement mainly as a figurehead, demonstrates that she pre-
ferred to take a passive role in the public sphere rather than to become
an active formulator of policy within the Society. However, in private
Peckover enjoyed a close relationship with the Executive Committee of
the Peace Society: in 1888 she recommended the appointment of William
Evans Darby to the Committee. Darby took the post of secretary after
Henry Richard’s death, and became the Society’s most influential agent
until his retirement from the post in 1915. The extent of Peckover’s
influence on Darby can be seen in the fact that he produced a biography
of her in the early 1890s.30
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As shown in chapter 4, in the early 1880s the women’s Auxiliary
to the Peace Society was in a state of crisis after the split occasioned
by the birth of the IAPA. Priscilla Peckover’s conversion to the move-
ment and the meteoric effect which she had upon local membership
in Wisbech provided a much-needed point of focus for the Society and
its reformulated Auxiliary. The reasons for her complete acceptance
within the Peace Society, which was, as we have seen, conservative with
respect to women, are twofold. First, her views on peace were primarily
Christian and Evangelical. She therefore met the Society’s requirements
as demonstrated during the formation of the Auxiliary in the 1870s.
Second, she was reticent, to say the least, on women’s roles and, more
importantly, the women’s movement itself.

Although Peckover was prepared to speak in public, and her pro-
duction and dissemination of Peace and Goodwill over nearly a fifty-
year period demonstrates a need for a public platform, this did not
extend to involvement in the women’s movement. Peckover did not
publicly criticise feminist campaigns, remaining silent on the divisive
matter of the suffrage, and she argued that women had influence as
citizens, regardless of their position as non-voters. She emphasised that
women had influence and power by virtue of their civil and limited
political rights, and therefore they did have roles to play within the
peace movement. In a piece written in 1885 about the beginnings of the
LPA movement, she made it clear that her first attempt at organising a
local association was ‘among women only’ because ‘[t]heir influence
had been hitherto but little brought out, and the very gentleness of their
nature might . . . predispose them to gather round the banner of Peace
and Goodwill’.31 Thus she employed the same gendered constructions
regarding women’s ‘nature’ that were used by many feminists.

Throughout her writings Peckover stressed the importance of unity
in peace work between societies, and it seems to be implicit in such
statements that she was as prepared to ally with feminist groups which
supported peace as she was with any other pacifist society. The strands
of the women’s movement with which she became involved tended to
be feminist in the very broadest sense, or focused specifically around
social purity. She submitted instructions on how to form a LPA to the
Englishwoman’s Review in 1880, and joined her local Women’s Liberal
Association and the feminist social purity society, the Moral Reform
Union. She was also present at a meeting on arbitration held by the
International Council of Women in 1899.32

However, Peckover never became actively involved in feminist causes
such as political reform. In a speech in 1884, she remarked that ‘She
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was not one of those who wanted to bring women out in an unnatural
position, but she urged them to use their influence in their homes and
amongst their children – not to teach them the spirit of war and retalia-
tion, but of peace.’33 Even as the women’s movement progressed in the
period up to 1914, Peace and Goodwill avoided questions such as women’s
suffrage. In the post-war period when women were granted the vote,
her journal had nothing to say on the matter. This is surprising if only
because, as demonstrated in chapter 2, a prominent suffragist argument
for peace over the fifty-year campaign for the franchise was the idea that
women would not vote for war. Regardless of her views on the rights or
wrongs of women’s suffrage, this was an obvious argument for Peckover
to use after it was granted. Yet the content and editorials of Peace and
Goodwill were almost exactly the same as they had been during the peak
of the LPA movement in the 1890s, containing nothing that was not
directly related to the progress of the peace movement proper.

Peckover did, however, advocate women’s involvement in the polit-
ical process. In 1885, the WLPA distributed the Peace Society’s ‘Appeal
to Electors’, which urged voters to be aware of the position that their
parliamentary candidates took on peace and arbitration.34 That a pre-
dominantly female organisation should take this step links it in some
ways to the methods of the Women’s Liberal Associations (WLAs), in
that women could educate themselves and publicly connect themselves
with the political process. The LPA movement was also reminiscent of
the WLAs in the stress that was placed upon house-to-house visiting and
canvassing.35 Thus while Peckover aimed to distance herself from the
women’s movement, she simultaneously founded her LPA movement on
the (limited) power and influence of women. Her emphasis on women’s
ability to influence those around them undoubtedly originated from her
privileged class position. As a wealthy, upper-middle-class woman, she
could believe that ‘in this free country we all have a political influence . . .
which cannot fail to be felt by any Government’. She viewed the LPA
movement as consisting of ‘individual work’, because ‘[e]ach individual
counts for something as a portion of public opinion, and each may be a
centre of public opinion’.36 This approach to the individual as having
power in their own right, regardless of their civil or political rights,
borrowed heavily from both Quietist Quaker theology and from liberal
thinking. Peckover’s construction of the individual owed much to late
Victorian understandings of democratic citizenship, the belief that indi-
viduals were ‘free and equal and possessed of rights deriving from their
innate capacities as human beings’.37 In the mould of the Enlightenment,
an ungendered discourse of the individual was employed that was based
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on the concept that the individual in question was in fact male. Yet
Peckover’s ideas were also based on the gender neutrality of Quaker
theology, in which the concept of the ‘Inner Light’ in human beings gave
rise to the idea that individuals could overcome the imposition of gender
restrictions. This individualism was of course problematic in that it took
little account of class differences, and it is significant that Peckover put
forward such ideas while the lower-middle-class Ellen Robinson, who is
discussed in the following chapter, adopted an openly feminist agenda.

Peckover’s arguments regarding women were also occasionally
inconsistent. At a peace meeting in the late 1880s, Peckover remarked:
‘I used to think I am only a woman and have not much with [peace].
But I know better now . . . How much more should women do, now
that they are emancipated!’38 She implied that because women were able
to see themselves as centres of public opinion and as part of the public
sphere, they had in effect liberated themselves. Peckover also adopted
arguments that connected women’s subordination with war. In response
to a refusal by the German police to allow women to join a peace society
at Wiesbaden, she noted that ‘It is a part of militarism to deny any
political influence to the gentler sex. They may suffer but not protest.’39

This argument is much closer than Peckover’s other writings on women
to the arguments put forward by the more feminist Ellen Robinson,
or even to Florence Fenwick Miller in the Woman’s Signal in the late
1890s, as discussed in chapter 2. There was an explicit connection made
between militarism and the oppression of women.

These ideas were echoed at a later date by one of Peckover’s nieces,
Alexa, in an address to a meeting of Wisbech Women’s Liberal Associ-
ation, which was also attended by Peckover. Alexa offered criticisms of
the second Anglo-Boer war that were similar to those put forward in
Peace and Goodwill, and emphasised that obtaining the vote for the
Uitlanders was not a sufficient reason to go to war, as ‘even the women
themselves were outside the suffrage in Britain’. She went on to say, to
some laughter, that ‘[a]lthough they had no vote they would not go to
war about it’.40 The political activism of women was positioned against
the actions of the government and the Uitlanders, with the suggestion
that women were more civilised than both because they would not
entertain the possibility of going to war over an issue of political rights.
Although these sentiments came from Alexa Peckover, the close work-
ing relationship between the two (Alexa was also active in the WLPA)
meant that her ideas and reasoning were not so different from those of
Priscilla Peckover. A clear hierarchy was presented, with peace and justice
carrying more weight than the political rights of any section of society,
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including women. While this undoubtedly set Peckover apart from the
feminist movement, it can nonetheless be seen that in some circles she
was active on behalf of women. She claimed the right for pacifist women
to define their own place in society, and to take their own aims and
concerns into the public sphere. During the 1895 dispute over the role of
Women’s Yearly Meeting of the Society of Friends, Peckover ‘expressed
regret that women’s meetings were being given up in some places, and
swamped in joint conferences’. Other Friends disputed the suggestion
that women’s contributions were ‘swamped’, arguing that ‘it was a
privilege for women Friends, and an added responsibility, to be invited
to take part in the deliberations of the meeting as a whole, on an equal
footing’.41 Peckover was, it seems, a traditionalist and a separatist, but
her arguments could also be progressive: separate meetings would protect
women’s input and ensure them a public voice. It could be argued that,
although she differed in principle from some of the aims of the feminist
movement, Peckover did nonetheless work for the improvement of
women’s position in society.

Despite her difficult relationship with feminism, Peckover remained
an independent and, on occasion, radical voice within the peace move-
ment. For example, on the outbreak of the second Anglo-Boer war,
Peckover’s WLPA Committee called a meeting at which it unanimously
adopted two resolutions. Firstly, it protested against ‘any such thing
as warlike coercion of the Transvaal Government . . . [because] a war
with this small and independent state would be a blot upon England’s
honour’. Secondly, it registered ‘an emphatic protest’ against suggestions
made in the House of Lords to introduce compulsory service, which
it regarded as ‘embodying a gross interference with the liberty of the
subject and with liberty of conscience’.42

Wisbech LPA took this step in the face of a decision by the Executive
Committee of the Peace Society not to take any action against the war,
on the grounds that ‘it was not clear that any useful action could be
taken’. The Committee ignored letters and communications urging it
to protest from Priscilla Peckover, its own president Joseph Whitwell
Pease, Miss Spence (secretary of the Lincoln LPA), and Princess Gabrielle
Wiszniewska of France. Peckover’s letter begged the Society to protest
‘by memorializing the Government or otherwise in connection with the
war’. Spence asked the Peace Society to take up the cause of the Transvaal
Refugee Fund, and Wiszniewska forwarded an appeal for the Widows and
Orphans of Boers for insertion in the Herald. The Committee decided
that all of these measures were ‘inexpedient’ and beyond the scope of
the Society.43 It was not until March 1900 that a draft memorial to the
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Prime Minister was prepared, and in February 1901 the Peace Society sent
memorials calling for a pacific settlement of the war to the King and to
the government.44

In response to the war, the Herald had reiterated the Peace Society’s
opposition to all war on the grounds that it was inconsistent with the
spirit of Christianity, but crucially, it also stated that the temptation
which ‘lovers of Peace’ felt to ‘do something’ to avert the horrors of
war could only lead to ‘mischief ’. Any such action was, it believed,
‘[m]isdirected zeal’, which could actually be harmful. The Committee
reported that it had given much consideration to how ‘action could
be attempted with any prospect of success or possibility of usefulness’,
but felt that there was no point in undertaking efforts for peace which
would not have some concrete result.45 This can be contrasted with
the work of the IAPA over the same period. On the outbreak of war,
the IAPA took part in open-air meetings to publicise its opposition,
while its chairman, Hodgson Pratt, was convinced even at the start of
the conflict that the war could only be brought to an end if influential
people were approached and convinced of the futility of the fighting.
The IAPA also co-operated with the anti-war organisations that were
set up during the conflict, particularly the Transvaal Committee and the
South Africa Conciliation Committee.46 In contrast, the Peace Society
deliberately distanced itself from such bodies.

Like the IAPA, Peckover’s journal Peace and Goodwill actively
promoted the peace movement from the beginning of the hostilities.
It gave detailed consideration to the causes of the war, followed by a
critique of Britain’s record in other parts of the empire, such as India,
remarking that ‘It is the truest form of patriotism to do our utmost
to save our country from the crime and shame of an unjust war.’47

This comment exemplifies the pacifist revision of patriotism. While the
women’s movement recast patriotism in a specifically feminist light,
with women embodying the morality that could revitalise the nation,
Peckover asserted that pacifism was the force which would be most
progressive. If the ‘truest form of patriotism’ was the desire to avoid
‘unjust’ wars, then implicitly it was this stance that would most advance
the cause of humanity and also the nation. While Peckover and the
women discussed in chapter 2 utilised similar motifs, i.e. the recasting
of patriotism as a service to a higher ideal than that of the nation, each
based it on different criteria, using pacifism or middle-class womanhood
respectively as the surest means of progress.

The contrast between the editorial policies of Peace and Goodwill
and the Herald can be seen in the response to an address that was
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issued in early 1902 from two thousand German women, led by Countess
Butler-Haimhausen, to the women of Great Britain. Peace and Goodwill
published the address in full on its front page:

We do not approach your country with hatred or prejudice, nor from
any political or national consideration. We do not enquire whether in
your opinion the war carried on by your Government in South Africa
is a just or an unjust one. We approach you as fellow-creatures, as
sisters, as children of the same civilisation.

[ . . . ]
We know that the best and noblest among you revolt against

[these horrors] as we do . . . but for this very reason we conjure you
therefore Raise your voice, and save the honour of your country, your
husbands, brothers and sons. DO NOT DISDAIN THE JUDGEMENT,
THE OUTCRY OF THE CONSCIENCE OF THE WHOLE WORLD.48

This was followed by an editorial comment by Peckover supporting the
German women’s argument and adding, with reference to the concen-
tration camps run by the British army: ‘Have we been culpably blind as
to what our officers and men were learning to do amongst semi-armed
uncivilised [sic] races?’

With respect to the same address, identical copies of which were
forwarded to all peace organisations in Britain, the Herald of Peace
carried on its front page a paragraph that tersely stated:

Some of our friends abroad, who undoubtedly mean well and are
really desirous of promoting Peace, defeat their own purpose by the
manner and spirit of their attempt. We have received a document . . .
with a request that we would give it publicity. We regret that the tone
of the document makes this impossible; it would only produce the
opposite effect to what is sought.49

Even the feminist Englishwoman’s Review (under the editorship of Helen
Blackburn and Antoinette Mackenzie) refused to publish Countess
Butler-Haimhausen’s appeal, on the grounds that it was ‘based on an
entire misunderstanding of the facts’.50 This is but one example which
highlights not only the extent of Peckover’s anti-imperialism when
compared to the Peace Society and the feminist Review, but also the
impartiality with which she and many of the women involved in the
LPA movement met international criticism of British aggression.

In 1901, Priscilla Peckover spoke of her pleasure that the Local
Peace Association was showing a ‘united front’ regarding the war, while
the Annual Report of 1901 showed that eight thousand tracts had been
sent out by the WLPA in the preceding year. This is a slight increase on
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the figure for 1898–99 (7,400 tracts), but a decline from the figure for
1895, when around 12,800 tracts were sent to readers. The work of the
LPA was being somewhat tested by the war and the prevailing jingoism,
although its membership figures did not suffer to any great degree.51

On the resolution of the war, Wisbech LPA sent a greeting to Louis
Botha (an Afrikaner general active during the war), and to the Afrikaner
people as a whole, in which they expressed their ‘desire for the material
and spiritual welfare of those with whom our country has so recently
been engaged in deadly warfare’.52

As noted above, the Peckover family were a powerful presence in
Wisbech, yet as Quakers, they were firmly opposed to war and to any
action which might support or maintain it. In addition, the WLPA had
a large local membership. What then took place in Wisbech when the
Anglo-Boer war broke out? The Peckovers, with the aid of the Peace
Society, had successfully resisted an earlier attempt to base a militia in
the town.53 Yet during the war, Wisbech did send volunteer corps to
South Africa. Their departure was marked by celebrations and public
send-offs, though the local liberal newspaper, the Advertiser, reported
these in muted fashion, noting that at the end of the day, the war was
not desirable. Yet in order to justify the posting of local men to a dis-
tant war, the press had to accept the legitimacy of the battle to some
degree.54

The Advertiser remained balanced in its approach throughout
the war, including a discussion of the anti-war protests of Princess
Wiszniewska in Paris and acknowledging the British refusal to arbitrate.
It also published an appeal to the Queen from Dutch men and reviewed
Alice M. Richardson’s A Quaker View of the War. While noting hostile
British responses to an appeal for peace from Swiss women, the Advertiser
reprinted the Swiss women’s reply in a neutral tone (in contrast to the
Englishwoman’s Review, which had dismissed it as inflammatory).55

Although the Peckovers had no direct influence over the Advertiser, the
fact that the wealthiest and most prominent family in Wisbech were not
only Quakers but active pacifists must have been influential in this matter.
In 1900, Peckover wrote to Élie Ducommun, secretary of the Inter-
national Peace Bureau, noting that the WLPA’s peace work during the war
had been ‘not without some result[,] locally at least’.56 Throughout the
war, Peckover’s Local Peace Association movement was more persistent
as a campaigning organisation than its parent body, the Peace Society,
and less concerned about causing offence to pro-war sympathisers. This
is perhaps because its profile was lower, as both a newer, predominantly
female organisation, and one with a powerful local base.
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In conclusion, Peckover established a regional movement that, while not
explicitly feminist, was significant for the overall development of pacifist
feminism. Her work within both the regional WLPA and the inter-
national peace movement established her among her pacifist colleagues
as a woman who was competent in national and international campaigns.
Although her traditionalism meant that she preferred to remain in the
background of the peace movement rather than to constitute its public
face, she did nonetheless demonstrate to pacifist men that women could
make a useful contribution to imperial and international questions. Her
Evangelical pacifism and avoidance of feminist issues gave rise to a pro-
fessedly apolitical stance which could be utilised by many non-feminist
women to argue that peace was a ‘women’s issue’.

Peckover eschewed direct control of the national Ladies’ Peace
Auxiliary, focusing instead on her own local movement and preferring
it to be seen as one regional branch among many. But her energies were
such that this movement rapidly eclipsed the national body, with the
effect that Peckover became dominant in the movement despite her best
efforts to encourage work among women elsewhere. This decentralised
the power that had previously been held by the two-hundred-strong,
London-based women’s Auxiliary, and one consequence of this was that
the Peace Society found it much more difficult to control the Auxiliary
at either national or regional levels. The lack of conflict between the
Peace Society and its Ladies’ Auxiliary during this period is surely due
to the fact that Peckover’s aims were in many respects similar to those
of the Peace Society.

Peckover worked primarily at a local level, but she showed a strong
commitment to international communication and co-operation, estab-
lishing contact with many individuals across the world who affiliated
themselves to her Local Peace Association. She established herself as a
prominent voice of anti-imperialist, absolutist pacifism, but in practice
she devoted much of her time and energy to collaborating with non-
absolutist organisations. By the turn of the century, she was one of
the best-known and most highly respected women in the British peace
movement. Only her colleague, Ellen Robinson, surpassed her in terms
of her level of activism in the British women’s peace movement.
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