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Document 5 

Disarmament October 29, 1921 

 

Americans were united in their relief when World War I ended, and eager to safeguard against 

future wars. World War I had resulted in the death of millions, but it did not fulfill the promise 

that it would be the “war to end all wars” or the “war to make the world safe for democracy.” 

Disillusionment with war coupled with international gains in women’s suffrage contributed to a 

growing peace movement. Its members were much divided, however, as to the best way to ensure 

peace. Three years after the armistice, there were increasing calls, within the general public 

and, especially, within U.S. government, for a military build-up.  Supporters of an enlarged 

military claimed that a strong military presence was the best way to ward off potential 

aggressors. They also believed that preparedness eliminated the possibility of being caught off 

guard if the nation were attacked. Without it, they feared that the military would incur heavy 

initial losses while scrambling to build up the necessary military might to fight back effectively. 

They reasoned that the expense of building up the army and navy was far less than the cost of 

war.  

 

Belle La Follette represented a large contingent of peace activists, many of them newly 

enfranchised women, in opposing rearmament as a deterrent to war. A great number pinned 

their hopes on the Washington Naval Conference of 1921-1922, attended by nine nations and 

convened in order to ensure peace by agreeing on limits to the expansion of navies. Belle La 

Follette gave this speech promoting disarmament less than two weeks before the conference 

began. Unlike most other peace advocates, La Follette already had misgivings about the 
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upcoming conference. Although she believed that public opinion could and should combat the 

preparedness mania, she anticipated that the lack of women at the conference, combined with the 

conservative outlook of the American delegates, doomed the gathering. She exhorted her 

listeners to petition the president, to use their power as American citizens to change the course 

of world events by preserving peace. 

 

 In 1921 three years after the armistice the United States is paying five times as much for its 

Navy as before the world war and more than three times as much for its Army—a per capita 

expenditure upon the American people nearly twice that of Germany in 1913. Consider the effect 

on the rest of the world of this unaccountable change of policy in the United States from a 

defensive basis before the war to an aggressive preparation for war since the armistice. 

There exists in the minds of the American people a mistaken notion that our naval and military 

preparation since the armistice is an answer to the challenge of Great Britain and Japan. Not so. 

We are the aggressor. And we must free our minds of the fallacy which has been put over on us 

by our jingo press, steel magnates, militarist statesmen that we are spending all this money in 

self-protection, if we would see clearly the line of action we must adopt to attain the great boon 

of disarmament. 

 

It is everywhere understood that the success of the conference on limitation of armaments is 

dependent on the pressure of public opinion. Public opinion must be clear, insistent, unyielding. 

At the very beginning of the stampede on Congress for a great army the people opposed to 

militarism won an epoch-making victory. Everybody in the saddle in Congress seemed to favor 

universal military training. The outcome seemed inevitable. But all at once Congress appeared to 
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sense that the folks back home just would not stand for universal military training; that the 

women were against it, that the farmers in their stress for help did not want their boys wasting 

their time, and that from every angle the proposition was up against the hard headed good sense 

of the country. 

 

And so it came about that the bill which we women thought was sure to pass both houses of 

Congress and be approved at the White House, which would fasten universal military training on 

the country for a long time to come, really never got through either House of Congress—all  

because of the power of public opinion. 

 

It was Dr. [Edward B.] Rosa of the United States Bureau of Standards who had the genius and 

the courage—for it took courage—to dramatize to the American people the figures which show 

at a glance where their money is being spent. He published the result of his long hard scientific 

research on Government expenditures in the form of a circle, now familiar to us as “the 

appropriation pie.” 

 

We knew the world war had cost twenty-five millions in dead, unaccounted millions sick, thirty-

seven billions in property destroyed, one hundred and eighty-six billions in public debt. We 

knew there was famine and pestilence and fighting and all the aftermath of war. We were being 

told how much more destructive, how much more frightful in cost of human life and money the 

next war was to be. But it was left for this little concrete problem in fractions prepared by Dr. 

Rosa to fix the attention of the American public upon the enormity of the sin of war. Dr. Rosa’s 

table started disarmament revival meetings throughout the nation. 
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It is plain to the casual observer that disarmament as a preventive of aggressive war must begin 

with the navy. With four million men already drilled it would easy for the militarists to put us 

into war if we have a navy. A navy is not needed for defense to a nation like ours, capable of 

supplying its own needs in case of attack. 

 

This reasoning lead to the concentration of the disarmament activities on the Borah amendment 

whose purpose was to secure the calling of a conference of the three great naval powers—Great 

Britain, Japan, and the United States.  A group of able, fearless, experienced young women who 

belong to the National Women’s party were the nucleus of the Women’s Committee for World 

Disarmament. This group started the movement for Easter Sunday Disarmament Day and 

sponsored a great mass meeting in Washington at which Senator [William] Borah spoke for his 

amendment. 

 

At their convention in April the National League of Women Voters adopted resolutions 

endorsing an international conference on limitation or armaments. This action was of very great 

importance not only as it freed and enthused the experienced leaders of the suffrage cause 

throughout the nation to work for disarmament, but also as it affected Congress and the nation. 

It should be remember “that the unknown quantity” represented in women’s votes on the 

disarmament issue has special weight with Congress and the administration over whom there 

always hangs the perplexing problem of the next election. April 19, on the same day, although 

not at the same hour, President Harding received deputations of women from the League of 

Women Voters and from the Women’s Committee for World Disarmament. 
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The appeal to the churches for disarmament week met with wonderful response. The National 

Educational Association, labor and farm and business organizations, together with some very 

important newspapers all had powerful influence with Congress and the President in causing 

them to feel the urge to action. 

 

Soon after the Borah amendment had passed both Houses of Congress practically unanimously, 

President Harding issued the call for an international conference. He did not call it along the 

lines suggested by the Borah resolution. He included the discussion of the Pacific and Far East 

questions which necessarily complicates the program and makes the accomplishment of the 

specific object of disarmament much more difficult. 

 

President Harding selected Secretary of State [Charles Evans] Hughes, Senator [Henry Cabot] 

Lodge, Elihu Root, and Senator [Oscar] Underwood to represent the people of the United States 

on the conference. With the possible exception of Secretary Hughes, who is a strict conservative, 

our commission is made up of “the Old Guard” style of statesmen. The fact that our newly 

enfranchised women are not represented on a conference in which the peculiar interests of 

women are so supremely at stake is further evidence of the absence of the progressive spirit in its 

personnel and ideals. 

 

The continued efforts of the administration to warn the public against the danger of expecting too 

much of the conference and to prepare the people for disappointment or possible failure is 

causing widespread questioning as to what is all means. 
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Great Britain and Japan are not trying to repress the hopes and aspirations of their people as to 

the results of the conference. [British Prime Minister] Mr. [David] Lloyd George, speaking in 

relation to President Harding’s invitation, said, “It matters not what treaties are signed, what 

pacts are entered into between nations, what understandings they may establish; it makes no 

difference what leagues or associations they may found, if nations arm against each other for 

war—war will ensue in the end.” He is hopeful “that when the conference meets it will lead to 

something beyond mere resolutions in favor of disarmaments and will lead to an understanding 

and real arrangement involving the keeping of these armaments within innocuous limits.” 

In all their statements reported in the press the Japanese, while they have been wary of the 

Pacific and Far East issue, have spoken with the utmost frankness and enthusiasm of their desire 

to join in a program of naval disarmament. The fear that the people will expect too much is not 

harrowing the minds of the Japanese statesmen. No; if the conference fails to bring forth 

substantial results, the responsibility of the failure will be upon the United States. This is the fact 

that the plain people of the United States must grasp if the conference is to be a turning point in 

the world’s history. 

 

In spite of the conservative character of our commission and the seeming fear of the 

administration that the people may expect too much, it is possible that an overwhelming popular 

demand may secure some very much worthwhile results from the international conference which 

meets in Washington on Armistice Day. This faith is confirmed by the knowledge that there are 

very powerful forces quite independent of war weariness which are driving those engaged in 

commercial rivalry to see the necessity of disarmament. 
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All through the hot days of summer the Senate Finance Committee has been holding tariff 

hearings. From all parts of the country come manufacturers asking for tariffs mountain high 

against Germany. They fear to compete with Germany because she has no army and navy to 

support. 

 

The fate of disarmament will not be settled by the failure of the Washington conference to meet 

its plain responsibilities. In Wisconsin we have learned that one failure or two or more failures 

on the part of the people to get what they want does not defeat the principle or destroy a cause. 

We propose to do all in our power to make the conference serve our ends but we are not to be 

blindfolded, or muzzled, or swerved from our course by an ambush. The United States set the 

pace for this mad increase in armaments. If the other nations will join in a change of policy, well 

and good. But if the other nations are afraid, it is up to us, the strongest, the best fortified, the 

richest and most powerful to demonstrate that we are not afraid. Let us confess that in a fit of 

panic at the close of the great war we set a very bad example. And we need not wait until after 

the international conference has closed its doors to make our intention known. 

Begin now. Under the constitution President Harding will deliver at the opening of Congress in 

December a message on the state of the nation. He will make suggestions as to the army and 

navy appropriations. Let us flood the White House with messages asking him to recommend 

radical reductions in those appropriations—that that the army be reduced to a pre-war basis and 

that battleship building and all other preparations for offensive naval warfare cease. And while 

we are writing the President let us tell him how we feel about publicity at the conference. 
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Publicity simply means that the official proceedings shall be recorded and made public as are the 

proceedings of Congress and other parliamentary bodies. 

 

Thus far President Harding has not modified the pledge he is reported in the press to have made, 

that the conference shall be held in the full light of public opinion. Thank him. Presidents are 

human beings. President Harding has shown a great desire to please. 

 

The only theory on which we can proceed with our extravagant naval building plans is that we 

are out for conquest of the world’s trade; that we are ready to intervene in Mexico; that we intend 

to dictate by armed force the policy of Japan, Great Britain, and France, and other nations in 

China. 

 

With our own race problem, with our sins in Haiti-Santo-Domingo, with Philippine 

independence still far off, shall we tax the American people to support great armies and navies 

on the theory that all the inscrutable problems of Asia can be settled by another world war 

involving all the races of men, terrible beyond all power of the imagination to conceive? Nor 

need we join a league of nations, nor an Anglo-Japanese alliance, nor an Anglo-French Alliance, 

nor wait for the elaborate machinery of a world court to insure our safety before we set the world 

an example in disarmament. Remember this big naval policy of ours came after an armistice. 

Consider our place in the sun before the world war. We had maintained the Monroe Doctrine, 

built the Panama Canal, stood for the open door in China, and otherwise maintained a dignified 

foreign policy. Consider what would happen if we should reduce our army and navy to a 

defensive basis and the Governments of England and Japan should refuse to follow our example. 
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If certain lines of big business in the United States are afraid of German competition because 

Germany no longer has an army and navy to support, what would the nations say that must 

compete with the United States when the billions of dollars now wasted on armaments are 

invested in useful enterprise and national development? 

 

If ever public opinion put over an issue, it can put over disarmament. Disarmament does not 

remove the causes of differences between nations any more than making unlawful the carrying of 

swords and pistols by individuals removed the causes of personal quarrels. Disarmament of 

nations, like disarmament of individuals, dispels unreasoning fear and danger of hasty action, 

barbarous killing—which after all settles nothing. This is plain common sense that satisfies the 

reasoning and experience of everyday people. 

 

I have purposely not wasted your time answering the worn out refuted arguments in defense of 

war that is makes for progress—look at the world today, the aftermath of war; nor that 

disarmament is impractical—Germany is disarmed; nor that war always has been and always 

will be--every attempt in history to abolish an evil institution has met up with that harangue—the  

inquisition, witchcraft, dueling—every form of autocracy. 

 

I have purposely not dwelt on the horrors of the world war, nor tried to arouse your emotions 

with recital of the still more terrible horrors of the next war. There is no need. All these 

agonizing thoughts still pervade our consciousness. Perhaps excepting Dr. Rosa’s contribution to 

disarmament, Will Irwin’s book has been the next great factor in arousing public opinion against 

another war. 
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The United States suffered the least in the world war but we did suffer—the blight of suspicion 

and hate; constitutional liberties revoked; persecution and many died. I spent the great part of 

that dark time at the bedside of our sick boy longing to relieve his pain. Not one hour passed that 

my heart did not go out in inexpressible sympathy to the millions and millions of mothers who 

did not know where their boys were—in the trenches, admist filth and vermin—bombed-gassed-

crippled-blinded—left to die on battlefields amidst those horrible sights and sounds. 

It is for us who lived through those sad terrible years and escaped the hell of slaughter, 

starvation, and plague to make good President Harding’s “never again.” 
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