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Document 4 

Boston Address on Peace Day 

 

Two years before the United States entered the war that was already engulfing much of the 

world, Belle La Follette gave a speech in Boston on Peace Day (May 18). In this lengthy and 

wide-ranging address, she explains why she believes global peace is a real possibility, and why 

women were uniquely qualified to bring that peace into being. La Follette incorporated into her 

speech history, economics, education, and religion as well as international politics.  She 

encourages the innovative and courageous thinking necessary to break free of old ideas about 

the necessity of war and to bring about a permanent peace.  

 

To come before you on Peace Day to speak for a cause which I have so much at heart, is a 

privilege I deeply appreciate. Yet I confess to some trepidation and all humbleness of spirit in 

coming here to Boston, the cradle of the American Peace Movement and the International Peace 

Congresses. I can conceive a  little reason why I should have been chosen to speak on this 

occasion here where there are so many who have worked for years in behalf of this cause, and 

who are necessarily so much better versed in the science of Peace than I. But perhaps because I 

stand here a humble product and another token of the harvest of all their pioneer efforts, they 

may exercise a gentle tolerance of judgment. 

 

The one justification of my presence here and the one means which I feel my message can have 

for most of you is that my position is typical of that of vast numbers of American women today. 

Women who have had from childhood an instinctive revulsion against war and all its attendant 
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horrors; women who have a humanitarian faith in peace, but who have hitherto either not 

understood how, or have not been impelled to make their individual beliefs articulate or 

effective. With last August and each succeeding month of horror, there has grown a sense that it 

is not enough for women to feel a revulsion against this terrible devastation, but that this feeling 

must be articulated in dynamic constructive action. It had seemed that this could best be 

accomplished through the distinctly women’s organization of the Women’s Peace Party, 

important as we realize is the work of all the noble men who are giving and have given 

themselves to the cause of peace. 

 

Because the burdens of war are divided usually along the sex line, women have a specialized 

protest against war and all that it means. This specialized protest should ultimately unite women 

of this country and all countries. I would not suggest for a moment that women bear the whole 

burden of war. Brave men fight and die in the defense of their country and families. But though 

women do not fight, they share equally in the burden. It falls on all the people. Woman’s burden 

is a different but an equally heavy one. But the burden of war which always falls to women tend, 

I believe, to make them peculiarly realize all the horrors, the degradation, and pitilessness of war, 

without compensating in any way with a sense of its glories or seeming rewards. The way in 

which the burdens of war are divided tends to throw onto the shoulders of women only the dull 

gray unilluminating paths of reconstruction. He work has none of the musical accompaniments, 

none of the emblazoning tinsel which tend to blind her as to the real cost of war. There are no 

dazzling symbols devised by…governments to lend the glory of a triumphal march to the weary 

toil, the agonized waiting of those who must remain at home and carry on the production that 

shall sustain the destruction on the battlefield. Men may die for their country but women must 
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live and produce. Produce the means of life and life itself, but for this living in death there are no 

iron crosses to show the cost. How long shall this agony be passed on from mother to mother? 

To bear in anguish, to part in anguish, and then to live on in loneliness? 

 

The toll of nature’s plagues in heavy enough to battle against—is appalling enough to marshal all 

the forces of men of science and learning to meet. But no, blinded by the great illusion of the 

necessity of war, the whole world must be turned at least once, sometimes two, three, or four 

times during each woman’s life, not toward allaying the toll of nature but toward adding a 

plague, a devastation so terrible that is makes nature’s pestilences by contrast seem happy 

carnivals of joy. How long shall this endure? How long shall women who know the cost of 

giving life, the cost of rearing life, and the frightful anguish of desolate waiting and rebuilding 

for those who will never come back? 

 

All this, women must continue to endure and to suffer just so long as they protest only as 

individuals. The individual protest will be eternally ground down under the heel of ancient 

beliefs of necessity expressed in the organized antiquity and insanity of militarism. Militarism is 

the ghost of the past cloaked and disguised in the appalling armament of modern science. And 

women must endure its plague until they awaken from their individual anguish and add the sum 

of all the sufferings of the mothers of the past to their own in an organized, permanent 

educational protest. An organized educational protest which shall re-shape the imagination and 

understanding of youth. Women hold the youth of the world in their arms. If they…captured the 

imagination of youth for peace as the past has captured it for war, they can conquer the future. 
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They can lay on the scrap heap and relegate to the museum as monuments of ancient thought and 

worn out condition the vast armaments of modern nations. 

 

A dream—a vision, the skeptic answers. The military chorus thunders: “You cannot change 

human nature. Men have always fought. National have always fought. You cannot change 

conditions. You cannot change the world.” 

 

But we answer it is not necessary to change human nature, it is not necessary to change the 

world. The world has changed, and human nature adapts to its environment. To cease war 

between nations it is not needful that we should re-make the world, it is only necessary that 

human nature should take off the spectacles of the past and see with the eyes of the present. Then 

it will recognize that the world has changed, the old concepts and old methods which fitted 

conditions of the past are futile in meeting conditions of the present. That is what is needed to 

place the dreadnought [battleship] as an instrument for settling the international difference of 

nations beside the “Iserna Junge Frau” [iron maiden] as an instrument of religious torture for 

settling religious differences. Force between nations is as futile in the settlement of one set of 

differences as in the other.  Once people thought religious differences as well as personal 

difference could only be changed and settle through wars and duels. States endeavored to impose 

their religious faith on other states, through the force of war. When people came to realize that it 

was impossible to impose religious concepts and ideals on a nation by force, religious wars 

ceased. Everyone today recognizes that nations are not religious entities—that political and 

religious boundaries do not coincide, with modern intercommunication they cannot coincide. No 

one today would countenance the absurdity of the political entity of the United States, 
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represented by this going to war with the political entity of Mexico…because a group of 

Methodist interests located within the political boundaries of the United States…wished to 

convert or to capture the wealth or land of a group of Presbyterians located within the political 

boundaries…of Mexico. The government or political entity of the United States could not 

possibly take such action without violating the rights and religious interests of the group of 

Presbyterians which are also located within the political boundaries of the United States and 

represented by the United States as a political entity. The situation is like this. The two distinct 

political entities are represented by…two circles. Distinct political entities, but when it comes to 

a consideration of these nations as religious entities, we find the situation to be thus: Separate 

political boundaries but within interlocking religious boundaries. In other words, a common 

religious zone which must neutralize their political relations as [a] force or [as] war agents in all 

religious matters. The state has ceased to be a religious entity in fact, even though it may have a 

nominal state religion, because even then it harbors and tolerates other religions within its 

boundaries. 

 

People generally recognize that the state is no longer a religious or intellectual unit. But great 

masses of people still cling to the belief that the state is an economic entity. They do not grasp 

yet that what happened long ago in relation to political and religious entity of states has more 

recently happened to the political and economic entity of states. This is not strange. The modern 

economic interdependence of nations is the product of little more than fifty years, and traditional 

mass thinking usually lags behind the fact that telegraph, the steamship, railroads, the printing 

press and the post, have broken down the intellectual moral and economic boundary of nations. 

The interdependence is more discernable for most of us in the realm of ideas than it is in the 
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realm of economics, but our interdependence economically is today almost equal to our 

interdependence intellectually. 

 

With intercommunication between nations and the development of machine production, there has 

come an ever increasing need for a value in the division of labor. Division of labor and 

consequent interdependence has increased the value of co-operation of mankind. Division of 

labor and co-operation mean a more efficient and a greater production of wealth with less labor 

on the part of all. With this increased value of cooperation to man, it follows that the destruction 

of his own kind by man simply limits the forces which he might ally against nature. With 

isolated independent savage tribes, there was little division of labor. Cooperation had little value. 

All tribes possessed the same thing and did not understand how by cooperation to develop 

natural resources, therefore their only means of increasing tribal wealth was by conquest of other 

tribes. So long as there was only the most rudimentary cooperation within tribes, the destruction 

by man of his own kind in other tribes might mean larger resources for the members of the 

surviving tribe. 

 

Owing to the modern cooperation, production nations are economically dependent and the 

economic and political boundaries no longer coincide. Neither commerce nor production is 

carried on within states alone, nor is it carried on by states acting as corporations. It is carried on 

by individuals or groups of individuals in one state with individuals or groups of individuals in 

another state. Therefore, whatever cause for strife might arise between conflicting economical 

groups within a given state or with other groups in other states, economic reasons for war 

between political entities has ceased. Political and economic boundaries no longer coincide. Just 
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as in the case of the Methodists and the Presbyterians so it is with political entities waging war in 

behalf of this or that group of economic interest.  To illustrate: Suppose western men are raising 

sheep for wool, which is to be shipped to England on vessels made in England from American 

timber, to be woven into cloth by looms of American manufacture and dyed with German dyes, 

then made into blankets, which may be in turn purchased by France, Italy, or Russia. The ability 

of these ultimate consumers to purchase the finished product being in turn dependent on their 

wealth due to a slight change of cooperative production. If one of the links in this cooperative 

chain is cut or destroyed, it affects all the others. If one group is destroyed or crippled, it limits 

the resources of the wealth of the world and of all the other groups by so much. Again as in the 

illustration of the religious and political boundaries, we have the two circles representing the two 

political entities, but when it comes to the economic entities they stand like this. 

 

If you conquer or cripple or destroy the producer, you also destroy your own purchaser. The only 

way to capture the wealth of the producer of another country today without destroying his power 

to purchase is by producing what he wished to buy. It cannot be accomplished by force of war on 

the part of the political entity of any state. We have at the present in Europe the spectacle of 

nations dominated by the old concept. Whatever the immediate causes of the war, the underlying 

causes rest in the belief that economic and political boundaries still coincide. In the belief that 

political and economic boundaries coincide and that they are mutually antagonistic, that the 

wealth of one nation is to be gained at the expense of the wealth of the other nation, they 

maintain the balance of power between nations which has today overthrown the [peace] of 

Europe. Instead of realizing that in an age of world communication and cooperation, the increase 

of the wealth and wellbeing on one means the increase and the wealth and wellbeing of another 
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and cooperating them all in a world federation. The consequences is that at present they are 

doing everything in each other’s power to destroy their own customers and so each, whether 

victor or vanquished, will cripple the well-being of their people for generations to come. This 

order is based on the same reasoning by which older states destroyed the savage tribes of isolated 

islands who controlled and horded national resources which they had not the power to develop 

and so in turn became purchasers. 

 

If states have ceased to be economic entities, then why today do states conduct war in the name 

of economic necessity?.... 

 

[What we] spend on socially constructive work depends on what we spend in other directions. It 

is a question of relative values. The expenditure for defense against national warfare means a 

limitation of all other social expenditures. Every dollar for dreadnoughts means less social well-

being, less life, less leisure, less health for all those who toil and less education for their children. 

Insurance companies can tell you accurately how many have died this year from tuberculosis. 

Does this continue because physicians and scientists and social workers do not know how to 

stamp out the White Plague? No. They tell us that White Plague can be stamped out but they tell 

us we haven’t enough public monies to conduct the necessary campaign. We spend about 

seventy per cent of our national income each year paying for past wars and armament of defense 

against the possibility of future war. That leaves about thirty per cent for all constructive, social 

improvement. What do we do about it when the figures represent it? Do we rise in righteous 

determination to devote our powers to education that shall end this international insanity? Do we 
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say we demand that our children shall see this balance altered and work to that end? No. We do 

something easier. We buy tuberculosis stamps for our Christmas packages once a year. 

 

What would you think of a housekeeper who was afraid of burglars and who, instead of working 

to get a communal police organization to protect her own with all other homes, let her obsession 

destroy all her equity and then spent seventy per cent of all the household budget on iron fences, 

iron doors, and high halls which shut out all the light and then had left only thirty per cent of her 

income to clothe and feed her children. That as a consequence of this the children were underfed, 

improperly clothed and hadn’t sunlit open-air space to play in. And that she knew the certain 

result of all this would be that her children would contract tuberculosis and die because she had 

no surplus left for medical attention, or to carry out the instructions of the physician if given. 

Wouldn’t you consider such housekeeping, such mothering, sheer insanity? Yet that is exactly 

the kind of housekeeping our great nation of the United States is engaged in, following the 

example of many other European nations. Therefore we say that in the name of humanity the 

world cannot afford the economic waste of war and armament, not because it means less dollars 

but because it means less life. 

 

Women have demonstrated through the ages that they are willing to sacrifice, sometimes too 

willing, that they are willing to bear and share all the necessary burdens of the human family for 

the sake of those they love. They have even willingly and bravely sacrificed those they love for 

what they believed to be the cause of freedom for their children and their children’s children. 

They would do it again. It is not an unwillingness to do this that motivates the Women’s Peace 

Party. It was not an unwillingness to do that which brought to pass the recent Congress of 
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Women at The Hague, but it is that women have, many of them, come to feel that in this changed 

world, in this age of communication and interlocking interests, that modern international war is 

utterly and absolutely futile.  That is why we set ourselves firmly in this campaign toward ending 

such futile sacrifice, such unavailing torture. It is not sentimental rebellion against the inevitable 

toll of life, it is calm recognition of the utter futility of this method of solving difference between 

nations, that gives to us today a deep and burning determination to contribute all our powers 

toward the end of international warfare, to cease the inevitable retardation for the development of 

humanity and civilization. Women are willing to sacrifice for an ideal which means liberty and 

growth but they are no longer willing to sacrifice themselves and much less those they bear and 

rear for a futility. And therefore we set all our powers against international war and for 

permanent peace between nations. 

 

The problem of establishing permanent peace between nations is not today, as in the time of 

Kant, the problem of creating an international world that already exists. The problem of 

establishing permanent peace between nations has two divisions. First, it is educational, the 

problem of changing old concepts to fit new conditions, the replacement of ideas of limited 

nationalism for the larger idea of world citizenship, the gaining of mass recognition for what 

does already exist. The second division of the problem of world peace is legislative and therefore 

corollary to the first. It consists of devising and establishing the means of doing between nations 

what is already very simply done between individuals, namely, the replacement of force by 

reason. Of  [replacing] war between nations by law exactly as it has been done between 

individuals and between groups of individuals within states. No one country can do it alone. It 

must be the result of united action but because of its geographical positon and because of its own 
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governmental history of federation of states, the United States should lean toward the 

establishment of the world states. 

 

It is because…mothers and teachers in this country so largely direct the education of youth that 

so great an obligation for conversion to permanent peace rests on them. The converting and 

securing the active allegiance of other women is the first task and I believe the effectiveness of 

our efforts rests on two things. One is the emotional intensity with which we feel the horrors and 

the other is the intellectual clarity with which we understand and are convinced of the futility of 

war. It is not necessary to convert most women to the horror of war. Most of them feel that. But 

so long as they feel the horror of war and still consider it necessary, women will endure and 

bravely share their part of the terror and suffering. It is only when they have a calm 

understanding of the futility of it that they will work determinedly against it. On the other hand, 

for us to have an intellectual understanding of the futility of war is not enough in itself. The 

intellectual conviction must be propelled by the power of intense emotion if the conviction is to 

burn through the traditional thought of the world. 

 

First must come the stirring and organization of the women of this country toward a new 

militant, rather than a passive peace. They are ready for it. Much has already been done through 

the Woman’s Peace Party in this direction. But the work has only just begun. With the women 

aroused, the next step is for them to create a revolution of thought through the education of 

youth, and it is a revolution of education that we are asking: The transference of the military 

spirit of youth toward socially constructive rather than destructive channels. It means a new 

recognition of the importance of dreams and symbols of childhood in the shaping of men and 
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women. It involves an altering of the emphasis in the teaching of history, a recognition that in 

times of war, history stands still while battles are fought. We must take account of this marking 

of time to be sure, but it should not be taught in its present disproportion and given to youth as 

the seven leagued boots [a fanciful element of advantage in European folklore] period of 

civilization. 

 

Then we must have a new contest of national allegiance insofar as national feeling makes for the 

development of the individual genius of a people it is good. But when it endeavors to envelop its 

own genius at the expense of the genius of other nations it becomes waste from the point of view 

of the world in which we live. 

 

Here in American the understanding of all nations is peculiarly our problem, the uniting of all 

national is probably one of our most difficult problems. In this perhaps lies our greatest power 

for world service. We are not beginning to do our part. 

 

Children reflect the attitude of the home in this, and by just so much as mothers encourage a 

limited nationalism. They perpetuate the old concepts and set back our march toward a world 

federation of state and permanent peace. We must awaken children to the contributions that 

foreign nations bring here. We need an understanding in our teaching of history of foreign 

nations to American children, not of the destructive ward of those nations but of their 

constructive contributions to world civilization. Although much has already been done in 

working through the schools for peace education by the splendid work of other peace societies, 

we must not rest until we have made our contribution, until the Women’s Peace Party can unite 
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the women teachers of this country. For there are in our schools today four women teachers for 

every single man teacher. Therefore the organization of the women teachers is perhaps the 

largest single step we can take toward the conquest of the ideals of youth for peace. It is, 

however, not enough to embrace the teachers in our organization for peace. We must stand 

actively behind them in their constructive work in the schools. They will need the support of 

every peace advocate for the militarists will die fighting here as everywhere else. 

 

These may seem comparatively slight, unimportant, and drudging tasks to array against the 

flying squadron of the militarists, but it is by just such tasks as these that we shall overcome. Not 

in a day, not in a year, but ultimately….In our fight for peace, physical force is of no value. Ideas 

alone can conquer. An idea is the most dynamic thing in the world. Even the militarists who 

believe they rely on force alone in the last resort rest on ideas. They scorn ideas but in the same 

breath they recognize the power of ideas. This is admirably illustrated in a recent characteristic 

militaristic diatribe of Mr. Hudson Maxims. He scored the pacifists as “Hyper-sentimentalists, 

high idealists and impractical dreamers” who had “been very busy paving the broad highway for 

the hell of war to ender this country.” And how does Mr. Maxim say that these “impractical 

dreamers” have executed this glorious paving system for the hell of war? He says they have done 

it all by bringing the pressure of their anti-militarists ideas to bear on Congressmen so that 

Congressmen have refused to pass appropriation for increased armament. Truly it is a noble 

tribute which Mr. Maxim, the advocate for everlasting force settlement for national difficulties 

on earth, pays to the power of ideas. Herein he discloses quite unwittingly how definitely and 

absolutely the force of governments, as expressed in their armaments, rests ultimately in all 

republics on those who create the wealth and pay the taxes of the nation. In the last analysis it 
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rests on their relative sense of value. If pacifists had not already understood this, they would have 

been deeply grateful to Mr. Maxim for pointing it out. 

 

There is almost invariably something childishly naive about the expression of the most violent of 

the militarists. They urge ardently a plan of action which their next utterance nullifies and 

discloses the folly of it. This is admirably revealed by an article on the rapidly increasing 

membership of the National Security League which appeared in the Morning Times. In one 

paragraph we are urged to spend five hundred million dollars of public monies for equipment 

which in the next paragraph we are told will probably be relegated to the scrap heap by new 

inventions in a few years. I am not one of the absolute non-resistants who believes in the 

abolition of all force or that one nation alone can undertake absolute disarmament, but [in] all the 

times in the history of our country it seems to me that there has never been a time when the 

advocacy of the immediately increase of armament was so utterly foolish as at present. At the 

cost of the present European war, all the great nations who would be powerful enough to attack 

the United States, even granting that reasons for such attack might arise, will be too 

impoverished and too crippled to raise forces or armament for aggressive warfare. Further, the 

increase of armament at this time would certainly raise the question as to the sincerity of 

intention of this country in any peace move or efforts toward establishment toward federation of 

a world and international court that we might make. 

 

Many feel it is a comparatively simple task to convince the people of the world of the horror of 

war, but that it is futile to ever endeavor to convince them of the futility of international war. 

However, if we recognize the fact of futility, we must equally realize that it is never impossible 



15 
 

to make facts clear ultimately. History proves that. Voltaire thought that witchcraft persecutions 

would never cease but today there are no states for the burning of witches in Salem. If we can 

grasp the idea of the futility of international war, other can. It takes time to replace blindness 

with vision, superstition with reason, but history shows it can be done. This war has itself 

removed the greatest argument for armament, namely that huge armaments alone could secure 

peace. [Instead] huge armaments have done much to produce the most appalling war of history. 

They rest on the belief in war as the arbiter of national differences. Since they rest on ideas, we 

can only undermine them with ideas. But we must apply twice the power to the dissemination of 

our ideas because they are new and against the old order of thought. We must not only establish 

the new ideas but we must first destroy the old idea. This present war, whatever we may regard 

are its immediately causes, is in the last analysis a war of ideas. This is proved by the fact that in 

the eyes of the people of every nation it is a war of defense. We must recognize that all cannot be 

fighting a defensive war, yet whatever diplomats and governments may believe or know as to the 

causes, we must recognize that the people themselves in all the different countries believe they 

are fighting a war of self-defense nay, even more, a war of self-preservation. Unless the ideas, 

the concepts of the relations between nations are changed, this war with all its expenditure, can 

settle nothing, it can only bring exhaustion. If the interdependence of nations is not recognized as 

a result of it, it can bring nothing but a continuance of the balance of power that will result 

ultimately in a new alignment which will simply be the preparation for another bitter struggle 

when one of the powers becomes strong enough to seem again to threaten the balance. Even the 

militarists have recognized the interdependence of nations sufficiently to advocate cooperation 

for militarists’ purposes, for self-preservation and the destruction of their enemies. We are 

simply asking that the militarists and diplomats unleash their imaginations and extend their idea 
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to include the cooperation of the whole for the defense of the whole. This is simply the next step 

in civilized evolution. Group action follows upon individual action, international law follows 

upon individual law. Force was formerly the settlement between individuals. Not so many years 

ago in this country the pistol in the hip pocket was the court of the first and last appeal on the 

Western frontier. Then the cowboy ridiculed disarmament and court justice for individuals just as 

the militarist now will refuse international disarmament and international court for the attainment 

of justice between the nations. But the law court has replaced the pistol in the West, mutual 

police force has replaced individual defensive force.  At first the individuals feared to trust…the 

community force…as expressed in the community police. Likewise, early in the history of this 

country, the states felt themselves as distance in their interest as many nations do now. They 

feared to give up their individual defense and to trust the federation and a mutual police 

force…But [nations today] will follow the example of individual evolution and the evolution of 

our own states with their common police court and our national supreme court. Once the 

individual had to maintain his egress to the public highway by individual force, now the purchase 

of land carries with it the right of access to the common road. So with nations in world federation 

where they now fight their war for the common highway and courts, they would have free egress 

to common ports for freedom of the great international highways of the sea. All international 

communications should be as simple under world federation as the international postal service 

today. In that one branch we practically recognize the possibility of international federation. 

A hundred years ago this idea of world federation with an international court and world police 

might have been scorned as a dream, but today it is being recognized as the next reality of the 

civilized world. We have the token of it now. A group of distinguished men actually meeting and 

formulating definite plans of policy for an international court for international court, and the 
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leading newspapers of the country treating it not only as a dignified proceeding, but as a wise 

counsel which must in the near future be put into practice. The vision of poets, scientists and 

philosophers of yesterday are fast becoming the realities of today. 
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