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Ellen Robinson: ‘ “United action”
in Continental politics’ 1

I n late 1894, Priscilla Peckover handed the Ladies’ Peace Auxiliary
and the Local Peace Association movement over to Ellen Robinson,
a fellow Quaker and long-standing colleague in the peace movement.

Robinson reorganised the Auxiliary and renamed it the Peace Union,
and began to work for the establishment of a union of women’s peace
societies across Europe and North America. This union, despite the
Peace Society’s reservations in relation to the IPB about linking itself
with European movements, received notice in the Herald for its ‘truly
international and widely useful’ work.2

Ellen Robinson was, like Priscilla Peckover, raised as a Quaker and
came to peace work in her forties. She was notably more feminist in
her politics, and spent much of her time and energy lecturing on peace
to working-class men across Britain. Like Peckover, in the 1880s she
established a local peace organisation, the Liverpool and Birkenhead
Women’s Peace and Arbitration Society (LBWPAS) which despite its
name was, like Peckover’s WLPA, open to both men and women. Her
politics were more advanced than Peckover in that she had a strong
sympathy with and interest in socialism, and a clearly defined commit-
ment to feminism. Although both women were personally committed
to absolute pacifism, they worked closely with non-absolutists in Britain
and abroad.

Miss Ellen Robinson (1840–1912) was born in Derby, and raised in Liver-
pool. Her father was a provision merchant, and she was educated at,
among other places, a Moravian school in Germany. She worked during
her twenties and thirties as a private tutor, teacher and schoolmistress,
and in the late 1870s opened a girls’ boarding school in Liverpool with
her sister, Louisa.3 Few details remain of Ellen Robinson’s family back-
ground, her early activities, or how she was drawn into peace work. She
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was recorded as a Quaker minister in 1885 at the age of forty-five, when
she retired from her boarding school and began to give addresses on
peace, at first mainly to schools and Sunday Schools. Her experience as
a teacher greatly augmented her public speaking skills. Mary Lamley
Cooke noted after Robinson’s death in 1912 that her teaching experience,
‘besides its own value, was specially calculated to develop her powers of
clear thought and lucid expression, and to strengthen and enrich the
faculty of sympathetic insight into the minds of others’.4

Robinson’s first speeches were organised through the Liverpool
Peace Society, a regional branch of the Peace Society. In 1885 she founded
the LBWPAS as an independent and non-absolutist peace organisation,
which maintained unofficial links with Peckover’s LPA movement, the
Liverpool Peace Society, and the central Peace Society. In addition to
these societies, Robinson became involved in the work of the Inter-
national Arbitration and Peace Association, the International Peace
Bureau and of course the Society of Friends. She was particularly active
in the campaign against the Anglo-Boer war, joining the Aborigines’
Protection Society and serving on the Friends’ South African Relief Fund
Committee, as well as addressing meetings with the humanitarian Emily
Hobhouse.5 Robinson was involved to a limited degree in labour politics,
for example, in the Adult School movement run by William Randal
Cremer, and was a member of the Women’s Liberal Federation.6 During
the 1890s she was a key figure in encouraging the passing of pacifist
resolutions by WLA branches.7 She also strengthened the peace move-
ment’s connections with the British Women’s Temperance Association
and the Labour Church. After a heart attack in 1907, Robinson found
it necessary to restrict her work and turned for the remainder of her
life to local politics, standing unsuccessfully as a Liberal candidate for
Liverpool City Council in 1907 and being elected in 1908 onto the West
Derby, Liverpool Board of Guardians.8

The LBWPAS, which Robinson founded with a small group of
Liberal women, came into existence just a few years after Peckover’s
LPA movement, in late 1885. The links between Robinson and Peck-
over were already established, and Peckover addressed the LBWPAS’s
inaugural meeting. Likewise, Robinson became active in the LPA move-
ment, helping to circulate literature among LPAs in the north of England
and speaking at the Ladies’ Peace Auxiliary’s annual meeting.9 In con-
trast to the WLPA, however, the LBWPAS remained a relatively small
organisation. It had 290 men and women members in 1894, most of
whom were middle-class radicals, including local clergymen and philan-
thropists. There was some overlap of membership with the Women’s
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Liberal Federation and the suffrage movement.10 Despite this highly
politicised base, in the early years much of its work was focused upon
promoting peace among the clergy, schoolchildren and other (middle-
class) women. Robinson was one of the few who preached on peace to
working-class men.11

The work of the LBWPAS was regularly reported in both the Herald
of Peace and Peace and Goodwill, but despite this, it never formally
affiliated to either the Peace Society or the LPA movement. Importantly,
it did not make the absolutist declaration against ‘all war’ a condition
of membership, unlike Peckover’s organisation and the Executive Com-
mittee of the Peace Society, nor did it advocate the abolition of the army
or navy. In fact, its aim was solely to influence public opinion against
war.12 This is despite the fact that many of its most active members were
Quakers. Its president, Frances Thompson (1840–1926), was a Friend and,
with Robinson, constituted the driving force behind the LBWPAS. She
had been educated at the Mount School, York, and had known Ellen
Robinson through the Liverpool Meeting since her youth. Thompson
spent much of her adulthood nursing her elderly mother, on whose
death in 1895 she moved from Liverpool to Birkenhead to live with an
unmarried brother. Like Robinson, she was a vocal supporter of the
new liberal Quaker theology, in particular the work of John Wilhelm
Rowntree. She remained active on a local rather than a national level, and
in 1899 she refused an offer by the Peace Society to appoint her a vice-
president.13 Her work, however, complemented that of Ellen Robinson,
who, in addition to establishing the LBWPAS, focused on national and
international peace campaigns.

The fact that both Robinson and Peckover’s first work was done
locally suggests that their approach differed significantly from the men’s
peace movements of this period. Both the Peace Society and the IAPA
were founded as national societies, which later established auxiliaries
across the country and, in the case of the IAPA, across Europe. But
Peckover and Robinson were concerned with politics that began in the
regions, aiming to change public opinion in their immediate environ-
ments in the hope that the impact of their work would then be felt on a
wider scale. The social circumstances of both, particularly their status
as unmarried women, tied them to their birth families and regions of
origin. In addition to these regional ties, both Peckover and Robinson
undertook national and international peace work during their careers,
but perhaps because of their provincial status, they have often been
represented in the secondary literature on the peace movement as little
more than appendages to pacifist men. They have been linked with the

Heloise Brown - 9781526137890
Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 05/25/2023 02:57:06AM

via free access



‘the truest form of patriotism’

� 102 �

Peace Society in particular because of their personal perspectives of
Quaker-influenced, Christian pacifism. As a result, the features that dis-
tinguished them from the central national and international organisa-
tions have been overlooked. Both women had strong opinions on peace
issues, and struggled to make these heard within the Peace Society, the
IAPA and the IPB. Ellen Robinson’s relations with the Peace Society
are particularly illuminating, as her feminist politics made her a more
problematic ally than the more traditionalist Peckover.

From the establishment of the Ladies’ Peace Auxiliary in the 1870s,
it was clear that the Peace Society encouraged women to oppose war on
primarily religious grounds, and that it sought to regulate and constrain
its connections to the feminist movement and those who were active
within it. Although the Peace Society’s attitude to women’s involvement
began to improve with the appointment of William Evans Darby as
Secretary, these changes occurred largely as a result of the work of indi-
vidual women such as Robinson and Peckover. As a Quaker, an absolute
pacifist and an eloquent and persuasive speaker, Robinson met the Peace
Society’s expectations of its women members, yet it is significant that
the Society did not shy away from public involvement with her given
that she held feminist principles. In 1890, Robinson became the first
woman to address the Peace Society’s annual meeting and the Herald
announced that it was ‘an innovation on previous arrangements . . . but
the experience of this year[’s meeting] will well warrant a resort to the
ladies’ help, in this direction, on similar occasions in future’.14 Robinson
was not at this stage invited to become a vice-president of the Society,
like Peckover, Sarah Pease and Mrs Henry Richard, who could boast of
prominent family connections. Yet the Society’s acceptance of Robinson,
who was active as a feminist, was a clear indication of change within the
Peace Society.

Robinson’s internationalism and her willingness to challenge the
Peace Society’s decisions can be seen in a difference of opinion that took
place between Robinson and the Peace Society in 1892 over the forma-
tion of the International Peace Bureau. When the Peace Society publicly
opposed the formation of the Bureau, Ellen Robinson entered into
debate with the Society over their decision in the pages of the Herald.
She argued that the Bureau was necessary as an information centre for
the International Congresses, and for ‘united action’ between peace
societies of different nations. The editor of the Herald responded that
‘the majority of those present’ at the meeting when the IPB was proposed
‘were foreigners, and little acquainted with the work of the existing British
and American Peace Societies, who are already performing the functions
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of a Bureau’. The key problem for the Peace Society, as a supposedly non-
political association, was the potentially political nature of the Bureau
and of some of the associations that would affiliate to it. While wishing
to co-operate with such organisations, the Executive Committee deemed
itself ‘unable to place itself unreservedly at the mercy of “united action”
[Robinson’s phrase] in Continental politics, in which it would have but
a minor voice, and of which it might not approve’, given the ‘advanced
political views’ of the International League of Peace and Liberty.15 Affilia-
tion with Europe – though not with America – was a problematic
question for the Peace Society, but not for activists such as Robinson
who believed collaboration to be more important than control.

When the Peace Society’s Ladies’ Peace Auxiliary was reorganised
and transferred to Ellen Robinson in 1894, she immediately began to
explore the possibilities for making the new Peace Union more interna-
tional in its focus. Robinson had in fact put the proposal to reorganise
the Auxiliary to Priscilla Peckover, who agreed to the transfer and sup-
ported Robinson’s idea for a Union that would promote international
expressions of goodwill and ‘closer friendship between the . . . nations’.16

Peckover’s LPA movement had already extended its peace message to
individuals abroad, but Robinson sought to continue this at an organisa-
tional level.

Robinson’s international efforts began in France. In the spring of
1895, she took a letter to Marie Goegg’s Paris-based La Solidarité, appeal-
ing on behalf of the British Peace Union for French women to join in
the cause of peace and international arbitration. Goegg was a republican
nationalist and a feminist – she was nicknamed ‘pétroleuse’, after the
women incendiaries of the Paris Commune – and from 1868 she had
been secretary of the ILPL, the very organisation that the Peace Society
had denounced as too ‘advanced’.17 Robinson also met Eugénie Potonié-
Pierre, co-founder of La Solidarité. Potonié-Pierre was also a radical
republican, an internationalist and a feminist, and regularly berated the
socialist movement for ignoring women’s rights. She recognised the
connections between women’s rights and international politics, calling
directly for disarmament during the 1890s when bodies such as the
IPB had more pragmatic goals in sight, and she consistently argued that
the cost of maintaining armaments was the major cause of women’s
oppression.18 After meetings between Ellen Robinson and La Solidarité’s
republican feminists, the Women’s International Peace Union (WIPU)
was constituted. Over the following twelve months, women in the US,
Italy, Holland, Belgium, Germany, Denmark and Switzerland heard of
and joined the Union, forming branches in their own nations.19
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In April 1896, as branches were formed in New Zealand, Sweden
and Portugal, Robinson issued an appeal to all branches of the Union
in which she requested them to enlist the support of Women’s Associ-
ations within their respective countries, because ‘societies working for
the equality of the sexes can surely be brought to see that the war system
necessarily leads to an inferior position for women . . . When justice is
substituted for violence, then the qualities and capabilities of women
will have their due appreciation in the State, and there will no longer
be unequal laws for the sexes.’20 She outlined arguments with which
they could persuade humanitarian associations, such as the Red Cross, to
support the Peace Union. She did likewise for societies active in rescue
work (for ‘fallen’ women and girls), temperance societies, those working
to improve women’s industrial position, and women who were members
of Christian Churches. The range of her argument is perhaps the clearest
indication of the scope of Ellen Robinson’s feminist approach to the
case for international peace and arbitration.

Robinson’s appeal considered the economic aspects of war, argu-
ing that both men and women suffered financially from the cost of
war and the heavy taxation it incurred. Women’s inequality in paid
work was highlighted with the argument that one of the reasons women
were paid less was because, as they did not fight, they were thought
to be physically weaker than men. The reluctance of governments to
legislate against intemperance was, she argued, due to the high tax
revenues that were needed to keep the war system in operation. The
‘moral degradation of women’ (prostitution) occurred on a greater scale
in any town where there were military barracks situated, and this, she
stated, was another evil that was implicitly sanctioned by governments
in order to maintain standing armies. Humanitarian societies such as
the Red Cross existed to alleviate the suffering of soldiers in war, and
it was therefore logical, Robinson argued, for such societies to oppose
war on the grounds that prevention is preferable to cure. It was only
towards the end of her appeal that she turned to Christianity. ‘Women
who are members of Christian Churches ought not to need to be con-
vinced that Christianity is opposed to war. Christianity is a religion of
righteousness and love.’21 Every cause for the social or political advance-
ment of society within which women were involved could, from this
perspective, be compatible with the advocacy of peace principles. Ellen
Robinson sought to bring this message to as many women as possible
through speaking to a wide range of audiences, including branch meet-
ings of the Women’s Liberal Associations and the British Women’s
Temperance Association.22
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The effect of this activity was to subtly reposition the Peace Society’s
Auxiliary. While it had continued as an Evangelical movement under
Peckover’s secretaryship, Robinson transformed it into an international
union, and distanced it from its Evangelical context by focusing more
upon women and their political or philanthropic interests. By doing this
without specifically altering the policy of the Auxiliary, she managed
to keep it allied to the Peace Society while vastly widening the scope of
its work. Even the Herald of Peace, which had been extremely critical
of the International Peace Bureau and was reluctant to involve itself
in European peace work, praised Robinson for her ‘truly international’
work, and appointed her a vice-president of the Society in 1896.23

Although she co-operated with the Peace Society, Ellen Robinson
distanced her peace work from it by establishing the LBWPAS as an
independent organisation and by challenging the Peace Society’s atti-
tude to the European peace movement. She also undertook campaigns
against the Anglo-Boer war in concert with other organisations, such
as the Society of Friends, the South Africa Conciliation Committee and
the Women’s Liberal Federation (WLF). The WLF emerged during
the war as an outspoken opponent of British intervention in South
Africa: even before the outbreak of hostilities a number of WLAs
publicly called for peaceful settlement of the dispute, and later, dozens
of local branches actively campaigned against the war. Prominent WLF
anti-war campaigners included Mrs Stewart Brown and Kate Ryley of
the LBWPAS, as well as Mrs W. P. Byles, Mary Priestman and Sarah
Sheldon Amos.24

Like the WLF and the IAPA, Ellen Robinson organised protest meet-
ings against the Anglo-Boer war in the hope of changing public opinion,
if not government policy. She addressed a large anti-war demonstration
in Liverpool in January 1900, which was attended by representatives
of thirty WLA branches. The meeting unanimously carried a resolu-
tion ‘which denounced Mr. Chamberlain in the most uncompromising
way’. Other speakers on this occasion were WLF members Mrs Stewart
Brown, Mrs W. P. Byles and Mrs Leonard Hobhouse, and the socialist
feminist Isabella Ford. Ellen Robinson also brought a greeting from
this demonstration to the Peace Congress of 1900.25 The WLF’s annual
meeting in June 1900 provided another forum in which members
could speak out against the war, and Ellen Robinson again proposed
a resolution, this time emphasising the desirability of arbitration. This
meeting was also addressed by Lady Carlisle and Emily Hobhouse,
and (again) Mrs W. P. Byles and Isabella Ford.26 Ford was an active
campaigner against the war and frequently attended WLF meetings,
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though her political allegiance lay with the Independent Labour Party
(ILP) rather than the Liberals. Indeed, June Hannam notes that Ford was
careful to emphasise that she attended WLF meetings as a guest, rather
than a member. At the annual meeting Ford put forward the distinctively
socialist analysis that the war was the product of a ‘commercial spirit’,
and the result of it would be that ‘our capitalism would now find a
home in the Boer States, as well as our militarism and all the splendours
of our civilisation’.27 Although the ILP tended to view imperialist wars as
a product of capitalism, it also frequently relied upon anti-war arguments
that emphasised Christian and pacifist ideas alongside its socialist
ideology. This did not mean, however, that its socialist analysis was not
a crucial element in its opposition to war. In an exchange in the pages
of the Labour Leader in 1901, Hodgson Pratt attempted to convince Keir
Hardie that a mass movement for peace was required to bring an end to
the war. Hardie retorted that it was ‘absurd . . . to expect peace among
brothers who exploit each other!’28

The Anglo-Boer war confirmed Ellen Robinson’s worst fears about
British imperialism by demonstrating that it was motivated by militarism
rather than any spirit of Christianity or civilisation. The war also high-
lighted the weakness of the peace movement in Britain. The failure
or refusal to combine methods and resources among the Peace Society,
the Peace Union, the IAPA and the Society of Friends meant that as
a whole, they were powerless to combat the aggressive spirit that was
dominant during the war. Robinson’s commitment to collaborative
work was only strengthened by this experience, as can be seen from her
work with the IPB. Despite its role as a co-ordinating body, the IPB was
on occasion an instrument of such conflict itself. After a difficult Peace
Congress in Glasgow in 1901, at which a number of Dutch delegates
expressed dismay at having to travel to Britain to discuss principles of
peace and arbitration, the Bureau provoked further controversy and
disagreement among its members by its choice of location for the tenth
Congress, in 1902.29 At the invitation of Prince Albert I of Monaco, it
was suggested that the IPB hold the annual Congress in Monte Carlo,
and that it should take place at Easter, rather than the usual autumn
meeting. This was strongly supported by the republicans Gaston Moch
and Charles Richet, who had close personal connections with the Prince
and stood to gain personally from closer collaboration with him. The
Prince’s invitation was linked to his desire to establish an International
Peace Institute in Monaco, with Moch as president. This was successfully
done during the Congress, and the ample educational and bibliographic
resources it provided soon surpassed anything the IPB could afford.30
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Yet the suggestion that the Universal Peace Congress should take
place in a principality known for its gambling, and that the IPB should
change the timing of the Congress so as to fit in with the Prince’s offer,
caused some offence among various societies affiliated to the IPB. Prince
Albert’s links to Monaco’s gambling interests were particularly strong
because it was his own father, Charles III, who had overseen the found-
ing of the casino in 1868. Arguments against holding the Congress in
Monaco were forthcoming from societies in Britain, the Netherlands,
Italy, Germany and the USA. William Evans Darby and the Peace Society
objected to the suggestion at the earliest opportunity, but for the first
time their position was supported by the other British members of the
IPB. Ellen Robinson voted against the location and the timing of the
Monaco Congress, as did Isaac Sharp and J. G. Alexander of the Society of
Friends, and Hodgson Pratt of the IAPA. Ducommun and the ‘advanced’
members of the IPB Committee foresaw the possibility of problems,
however, and manipulated the terms for the vote. They stated in the
circular outlining the proposition that those who did not respond would
be counted as having voted in favour of Monaco. Thus, in order for
the election to go against Monaco, it was necessary to outnumber those
voting yes and those whose votes were not received. The final result was
eight votes in favour and eight against, with one notified abstention,
two replies refusing to make the choice, and a total of seven Committee
members who had failed to respond. Under the IPB Committee’s voting
system, this put the motion for Monaco at fifteen votes to eight.

There were of course complaints made to the IPB not only on the
grounds that Monaco was a principality built upon gambling, but also
because of objections to the way in which the IPB had arranged the vote.
In addition to disputes over the counting method, it was argued that a
postal vote had prevented those opposed to Monaco from making their
reasons heard. William Evans Darby sent a long, formal letter to Élie
Ducommun, the IPB secretary, detailing his objections regarding Monaco
and the IPB’s actions. Referring to the vote, he said: ‘there is such a thing
as the rights of the minority’. Those who had carried the decision ‘by
mere force of numbers . . . have imperilled the cordial relations between
the friends of International Peace’.31 Ellen Robinson made a concerted
effort to heal the rift that had developed between some British IPB
members and the central Committee. Like other members, she proposed
that they should all abandon the 1902 Congress and let the conflicts
blow over, because if half of the membership proceeded with the Monaco
meeting it would invite further division. She wrote to Élie Ducommun
that ‘We are so sorry to act in opposition to some of our colleagues but

Heloise Brown - 9781526137890
Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 05/25/2023 02:57:06AM

via free access



‘the truest form of patriotism’

� 108 �

the English societies can not take part in . . . [a Congress] held at Monaco
under the auspices of its Prince.’ It would be, she argued, ‘most injurious
to our cause’, because ‘[t]hose who support us, are those who advocate
most moral causes, and who are especially opposed to gambling at home
& abroad’. Those opposed included, of course, members of the Society of
Friends. Robinson went on to state that: ‘There is also some annoyance
felt at the Congress being hurried on for the very purpose of being held
at a place to which so much objection is taken.’ Allowing divisions
within the peace movement to become public would also, she argued,
be damaging: ‘Will it not necessarily injure the influence of the Peace
Congress if several important countries openly abstain from taking part
in it? and will not the wisdom & judgment of the Berne Bureau be called
in question by the public?’32 Robinson and Darby’s letters made no
difference, and the Congress went ahead at Monaco. Rather than miss it,
the IAPA decided to attend, while Priscilla Peckover’s WLPA appointed
the Danish peace activist Frederic Bajer (who had voted in favour of
going to Monaco) as their delegate. Many other British Committee mem-
bers decided that they could not attend the Congress, including Ellen
Robinson and the LBWPAS, the Society of Friends and the Peace Society.
Afterwards, however, business largely returned to normal. Perhaps
what is most surprising is that the decision to override the wishes of a
significant minority by taking the Congress to Monaco did not cause
more problems than this. The following year, decisions regarding the
next venue were taken as normal, and the conflict was overcome.

Throughout the 1890s there were frequent and serious disputes
between Darby, the secretary of the Peace Society, and members of the
IPB, including its secretary Élie Ducommun. Just a year after the IPB
was founded, Darby accused Ducommun of having been ‘persistently
unjust and unfair to the Peace Society’. Ducommun believed – as did
Hodgson Pratt of the IAPA – that Darby’s ‘extraordinary animosity’ to
the IPB suggested that he had never intended to support it.33 In contrast,
when Peckover or Robinson opposed a measure taken by the IPB the
debate was invariably conducted in conciliatory but clearly expressed
terms. Two factors marked Peckover and Robinson’s approach as dis-
tinct from that of the Peace Society. The most important of these was
the existence of prevailing gendered norms of behaviour, in which
middle-class women strenuously avoided any confrontation that might
imply aggressiveness or a lack of femininity. Yet Peckover and Robinson
also upheld gendered ideals of women’s moral mission, therefore when
they disagreed with prominent male pacifists, they did so on matters of
principle. The second factor must be the context of the movement in
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which these two women were involved. Both were acutely aware of the
importance of peace and arbitration and carried this into their personal
dealings as well as their public arguments. On one occasion of disagree-
ment, for example, Robinson wrote to Ducommun that ‘je n’aimerais pas
qu’on penserait que dans une Union pour le Paix, on se dispute!’ [I would
not like it to be thought that in a Peace Union, we could quarrel!].34

In the context of both Quaker theology and domestic ideology, such
constraints on women’s free expression were justified by popularly held
concepts of inner peace. The idea of the ‘Inner Light’ in Quakerism made
an implicit connection between God, the soul, and the self, implying
that through the ‘light’ or ‘peace’ that resides within, the individual can
also guide others to discover their own Inner Light. Similarly, Victorian
ideology of the middle-class woman as the ‘angel in the house’ con-
structed an ideal in which women were represented as more moral than
men because of their seclusion from public life. They could, therefore, be
an influence for good on their husbands and children. The techniques
adopted by Peckover and Robinson facilitated international work as
the women’s peace movements in Britain quickly expanded and made
useful contacts abroad, while the Peace Society became increasingly
isolated and indeed began to decline in power and influence. Although
Ellen Robinson challenged both the Peace Society and international
organisations such as the IPB when she disagreed with its decisions,
the guiding principle behind much of her work was the need for co-
operation and collaboration, both nationally and internationally and
between absolutists and non-absolutists.

Robinson was also active within the Society of Friends, and involved
in decisions made over the status of Women’s Yearly Meeting. While
Priscilla Peckover argued for the continuance of separate Women’s
Meetings, seeing them as potentially useful for women Friends, Ellen
Robinson’s main focus was on the need for equality within the Society.
Women, she argued, ‘were either equal members, or not members of
the Society at all’. She did not argue for an end to separate meetings,
but she felt ‘that it should be our right to have all important subjects
brought before us . . . instead of its being left to the judgment of the
Clerk’. The question was whether Women’s Meeting was entrusted
to decide its own remit, rather than have it decided for it. She added:
‘We were sometimes told in Quarterly Meetings that although joint
conferences were held, we were not properly constituted members of
the Quarterly Meeting, and had no status. It was needful to find out
what our position really was, for the benefit of those who came after us,
as well as for ourselves.’35
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As Holton and Allen have argued, women Friends were split over
what kind of change was required in the organisation and administra-
tion of the Society, yet there was almost universal agreement that changes
of some sort were necessary. Prominent feminists such as the Brights
and Priestmans argued for the merging of the two Meetings, while more
traditionalist members, such as Peckover, argued that it was only through
having separate Meetings that women were able to develop the skills
and confidence which made their work possible. There was clearly a
whole spectrum of opinions in between, including Ellen Robinson’s
idea that both had a place within the Society, providing the role of
each was clear. Robinson drew attention to the fact that the problem
was not who took part in which Meeting, but the ambiguity over the
status of the Women’s Meeting and, in fact, over the status of women in
the Society as a whole.36

While Peckover continued to work primarily at a local level,
Robinson became involved on a national basis with the Society of Friends
and its Peace Committee. In 1888–89 she addressed seventy meetings for
the Peace Committee, in addition to her work for other associations.37

She also contributed to theological debates within the Society. She
spoke at the Manchester Conference in 1895 at which Quaker theology
and its relation to social change was debated, and was one of the first
female members of the Meeting for Sufferings.38 Mary Lamley Cooke
noted in her obituary of Robinson that ‘it is a little difficult for the
present generation [in 1912] to understand how warmly, twenty or thirty
years ago, thoughtful younger Friends welcomed the clear and logical
expression of broad views of Christian teaching’. Robinson had, she
wrote, ‘made it her duty carefully to study the best results of modern
thought, so that she might be as well equipped as possible for work of
such profound importance’.39 Although Robinson was more advanced
in her views and theology than women members of the Peace Society
were typically expected to be, she received support and encouragement
from the Peace Society in her work, as did the LBWPAS, perhaps because
of the prominence of liberal Friends such as William Pollard and John
W. Rowntree on the Society’s Executive Committee. The Peace Society
on more than one occasion claimed the LBWPAS as a formal auxiliary,
despite the fact that it did not denounce all war.40

Ellen Robinson’s competence and popularity within the international
peace movement led many of its male leaders, in Britain and abroad, to
acknowledge that women could contribute to political as well as religious
debates on peace. However, Robinson’s combination of feminism,
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Quakerism and Liberalism forged a different path to that of Priscilla
Peckover, by which she drew women into the public sphere within both
the Meetings of the Society of Friends, and the Women’s Liberal Associ-
ations. As a result, she made questions of peace, humanitarianism and
international arbitration more prominent within these organisations.

On a number of occasions, Ellen Robinson argued that women’s
moral influence enabled them to affect public opinion. In a speech in
1890, she argued that ‘Moral force is superceding [sic] physical force in
family and social life, why not in international? Women as well as men
are responsible for public opinion; it is our duty to combat false maxims
and wrong methods.’41 This is a restatement of the feminist concep-
tion of patriotism referred to earlier, in which women are represented
as public agents embodying morality and humanity, while men are
implicitly connected with the rule of physical force. Robinson’s feminism
led her to address these questions from a different perspective to that
taken by Peckover: one took a progressive stance, the other a more
traditional one. Both women, however, influenced the developing strands
of pacifist feminism, albeit in very different ways. Robinson’s approach
was similar to the ideas of Henrietta Müller and Florence Fenwick
Miller, although Robinson worked primarily within the peace move-
ment rather than the women’s movement and aimed to popularise
pacifist feminist theories within this context. Peckover, on the other
hand, worked almost exclusively within the peace movement, as shown
for example in her reformulation of patriotism. She argued that an
acceptance of pacifist ideas would lead to the reassessment of what was
best for one’s country and the recognition that the national interest
was best served by arbitration and the avoidance of conflict. This was
distinct from feminist revisions of patriotism, which focused on the
effects of women’s enfranchisement and argued that women would be
loyal to a higher ideal, or a more moral and humane nation.

The contributions of Peckover and Robinson to pacifist feminist
ideas can be seen in the impact that both had upon the roles of women
within the peace movement, especially the Peace Society. By opening up
new channels to women and demonstrating that they could make a
useful contribution to pacifist arguments, Peckover and Robinson proved
that pacifism could be a women’s question and even, for some women,
a feminist one.

The organisation which best blended these feminist and pacifist
interests in the late-nineteenth century was undoubtedly the IAPA,
which was primarily a pacifist organisation but attracted many feminist
members. This association is discussed in detail in the following chapters.
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