Jeannette Rankin
and the
Women’s Peace Union

by Harriet Hyman Alonso

“I want to stand by my country, but I
cannot vote for war.” With these words
spoken during the House of Represen-
tatives’ war declaration vote in 1917,
Montana’s Congressional Representa-
tive, Jeannette Rankin, began her career
as a leader of the U.S. peace movement.
Newly elected to the House that spring,
Rankin was one of the few representa-
tives to vote against U.S. participation
in World War I and later was the only
member of either house to vote against
U.S. participation in World War II. In
the years between her two terms in the
House, she fostered her pacifism by
holdingimportant organizing positions
in the Women'’s International League
for Peace and Freedom, the Women'’s
Peace Union, and the National Council
for Prevention of War.

Except for onebrief period, from May
to November 1929, Rankin’s career has
been well-documented in biographies
and oral histories. During those six
months, she worked as the Executive
and Legislative Secretary of the
Women’s Peace Union, an interwar
women’s peace organization that cam-
paigned for the elimination of war

through a proposed constitutional
amendment. Unlike the WILPF or the
NCPW, the Peace Union followed the
nonresistant ideology propagated by
abolitionist leader William Lloyd Gar-
rison and later by Leo Tolstoy and
Mohandas Gandhi.

Rankin’s six months with the Union
proved to be a troubled time for herself
and for the WPU as well. First, the Un-
ion’s strict and uncompromising ideol-
ogy tested Rankin’s own definition of
pacifism, forcing her to clarify her po-
litical goals, beliefs, and personal
boundaries. Second, the Peace Union’s
collective style of decision making and
office management conflicted with
Rankin’s own work style and self-im-
age. Finally, after years of hard work
and commitment, both the WPU leaders
and Rankin experienced what is known
today as “burnout.” Both also appear to
have generated false expectations about
Rankin’s employment with the Union,
which led to additional tensions in the
WPU’s office. All of these factors add up
to a turbulent chapter both in Rankin’s
lifeand in the history of the U.S. women'’s
peace movement.
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Jeannette Rankin in 1918
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