


The Welsh Women’s Peace Petition of 1923-24 and its Lasting Impact on International Relations.
In the aftermath of the First World War, the League of Nations emerged in 1920 as the world’s first global intergovernmental organisation dedicated to collective security, disarmament and the peaceful resolution  of international disputes (The United Nations, 2025). It aimed to foster unilateral solidarity among nations and prevent the recurrence of devastating conflict. Yet its ambitions were undermined by the refusal of key nations, crucially the United States. Despite this, the League of Nations laid important groundwork for the later creation of the United Nations and inspired many people around the world to get involved in efforts for peace (The United Nations, 2025).
A remarkable example of grassroots activism from this period was the Welsh Women’s Peace Petition of 1923-24. In response to the atrocities of World War 1 and the ongoing threat of future conflict, nearly 400,000 women across Wales signed a petition urging American women to convince their government to join and lead the League of Nations (WCIA, 2025b). The Campaign was organised by the Welsh League of Nations Union and involved volunteers going door to door in almost every community, collecting signatures from women from all backgrounds. (WCIA, 2025b). The petition was delivered to the United State in a specially made oak chest by a small delegation of Welsh Women, who then toured America to spread their message of peace and solidarity (National WWI Museum and Memorial, 2025).
This essay argues that the Welsh Women’s Peace Petition is a powerful example of how marginalised groups, especially women, were able to shape international relations through transnational activism. Despite structural barriers and entrenched gender norms that often excluded them from formal politics, their collective action showed that they could inspire and influence global debates about peace leave a lasting imprint on international relations (National WWI Museum and Memorial, 2025).
[bookmark: _Hlk197000672]America's President Woodrow Wilson spoke in an address to congress on January the 8th 1918, of Fourteen Points that were a set of  proposals to obtain World Peace (National Archives, 2021). Woodrow Wilson's Fourteen Points outlined a vision for post-World War I peace, emphasising ethical principles and structural reforms in international relations. The framework prioritises open diplomacy, rejecting secret agreements, global disarmament, and the right to self-determination for nations. Other key elements included freedom of navigation, equitable trade conditions, territorial adjustments based on national sovereignty, and the establishment of a League of Nations to mediate disputes (National WW1 Museum and Memorial, 2025). The proposals were later used for the basis of negotiations to end World War I with The Treaty of Versailles. The Treaty of Versailles, ratified on the 28th of June 1919 and the creation of The League of Nations were heavily influenced by these fourteen points. The League of Nations was officially ratified into law on the 10th of January 1920, the official end to the war (The National Archives, 2025). The League of Nations, the pre cursor to The United Nations, officially began on the10th of January 1920 and ceased operations on April the 18th 1946 due to it never fully succeeding to become a true universal organisation. The US never did join the League of Nations and significant parts of the world still remained under colonial rule (The United Nations, 2025). The League of Nations was promoted as a transformative shift towards multilateral diplomacy where states were encouraged to settle disputes peacefully, to reduce armaments and agree to comply to international law. The League focussed on “establishing a bond of solidarity” (The United Nations, 2025) between Member States. While the league of Nations is often remembered as a failure - that it failed to stop another world war, it should be remembered for the essential work it did to lay the foundation for The United Nations. There had never been an international organisation of its kind before, one that broke ground for another that followed. Women were a great driving force at this time, yet are rarely given the full accreditation for the foundational work they did in lobbying for the League and moulding its work (Carr D. Phil, 2020).
Lord David Davies of Llandinam inherited his wealth from his grandfather, a wealthy industrialist. Davies was a prominent liberal MP, philanthropist and coal mine owner. His experiences in the World War I trenches galvanised his commitment to peace, leading him to champion liberal idealist internationalism as a counter to militarism (Furet, 2022). He and his sisters, Gwendoline and Margaret, were keenly aware that their inherited wealth had been made from the hard work of everyday Welsh people. The two sisters, who were also philanthropists and prominent activists for peace, worked independently in their own ways to advance a shared vision of peace. While Gwendoline’s contributions were more cultural, Margaret’s activism directly engaged with pacifist and socialist movements. Together, their work complemented Lord Davies’ political efforts, creating a legacy of Welsh internationalism rooted in both grassroots activism and elite philanthropy (Gregynog, 2025).
In 1918 Davies spoke at the National Eisteddfod of Wales, held in Neath. He suggested the formation of The Welsh League of Nations Union (WLNU) to add Wales’s voice and contribution to international world peace. Davies donated £30,000 to the initial formation of the WLNU which, at its inception in 1918, had 3,217 members. Membership grew to over 200,000 by 1920 and in 1922, there were 280 local branches of the WLNU which grew to 652 by 1926 (Owen, 2019a). 
In 1919 the world’s first department dedicated to international politics was pioneered at Aberystwyth University and made possible by a £20,000 donation from David Davies. It intended to honour those students who had died during the First World War. Davies was motivated by a vision shaped during the devastation of war, he sought to mend fractured global relations and advance a transformative ideal: a universal commonwealth grounded in the principles of the League of Nations. This ambition took shape through the establishment of the Woodrow Wilson Chair in International Politics at Aberystwyth, named after the U.S president whose legacy is inextricably tied to the League’s founding mission of fostering justice and peace (Prifysgol Aberystwyth University, 2025).
A conference was held in Llandrindod Wells on the 25th of May 1920 to explore Wales’s role in advancing the ideals of the League of Nations. From this conference the Welsh League of Nations Union was later ratified. (National Library of Wales, 2025). David Davies appointed Rev. Gwilym Davies as Honorary Director, who orchestrated campaigns such as the annual Youth Message of Peace and Goodwill from1922 up to the present day, and the Women’s Peace Petition to America in 1923–24 (Owen, 2019b).
Prior to President Wilson’s Fourteen Points and the creation of The League of Nations, in January 1915 a meeting in Washington, D.C was attended by over 3,000 women. At this meeting prominent suffrage leaders Jane Addams and Carrie Chapman Catt founded Women’s Peace Party (WPP). By 1917, membership had grown to more than 40,000 women (Harmon, 2022). The WPP then joined forces with other women’s peace initiatives to form the National Peace Federation (NPF). The NPF petitioned President Woodrow Wilson for diplomatic solutions. Following the NPF was the formation of the Women's International League for Peace and Freedom (WILPF)  (Harmon, 2022), which is still active and the longest standing women’s international peacebuilding organisation today. In April 1915, an International Women’s Conference was held at The Hague, was chaired by Suffrage leader, Jane Addams. Over a thousand women peace activists attended from around the world to lobby for peace. The conclusion to this conference was to “appoint envoys to meet with heads of state and promote their challenge to offer immediate and continuous mediation as a means to end war. The idea of a League Of Nations to settle international disputes was born” (Mathers and Hopwood, 2023). While women in the United States and Europe were solidifying a strong message of peace, so too were the women in Britain and Wales. 
In 1917 The Women’s Peace Crusade was set up through grassroots local communities from all over Britain and Wales to campaign for peace, social and economic equality and for an end to conscription (Mathers and Hopwood, 2023. p.23). In the lead up to the League of Nations, women were actively involved in engaging communities in activism and mobilisation as the horrors of war continued to galvanise women’s support for peace. 
The League of Nations, ratified in 1920, was the first large scale international organisation designed for sovereign states to maintain peace and security. However, its weakness lay in the refusal of key states to join and participate, specifically the U.S (Mathers and Hopwood, 2023. p.45). Despite the League’s challenges in securing backing from major global powers, its advocacy for peace through internationalism resonated strongly within Britain, garnering significant interest and dedication from both societal leaders and everyday people.
The interwar period saw the human cost of war permeate every community, with towns, villages, and neighbourhoods deeply affected by casualties and grief. Welsh losses were considerable with “approximately 270,000 soldiers who served from Wales, 40,000 died”(Mathers and Hopwood, 2023). This widespread trauma fostered a collective determination to prevent future conflicts, solidifying support for the League of Nations. Women’s organisations and peace movements, emerging from the devastation of World War I and driven by fears of its repetition, became key advocates for this internationalist vision. This, coupled with women’s economic insecurity having had to forfeit most of their jobs to returning war veterans, produced a favourable landscape for rallying behind a cause (Mathers and Hopwood, 2023). 
While women in Wales over the age of 21 were not granted the legal right to vote until the Equal Franchise Act passed in1928, the 1918 Representation of the People Act had been passed by Westminster and gradually women gained more influence in Wales (Phillips, 2018). Women members of the Welsh League of Nations Union included labour activist Rose Davies, who became the first chairwoman of a county council’s education committee and one of Wales’s first women magistrates. Also included were: Mary Ellis, who became the second woman to be a school inspector and also played an essential role in the Welsh Women’s Peace Petition of 1923-24; Gwendoline and Margaret Davies, who’s wealth and elite activism leant drive and propulsion to peace and feminist movements and Winifred Coombe Tenant, who became the first woman delegate for Britain at the League of Nations Assembly in 1922 (Mathers and Hopwood, 2023.p.47).
Winifred called for the establishment of enduring peace by encouraging the League of Nations to become a “League of Mothers – for it is from the mothers of the world that it will receive a dynamic power, a driving force, which is essential to it if it is to accomplish successfully a test which has hitherto baffled all ages and races” (Mathers and Hopwood, 2023. p.23). The women’s peace petition campaign deliberately drew on the widely accepted image of women as mothers and caregivers, leveraging their perceived moral authority to advocate for peace. This approach echoed broader trends in women’s peace activism, where maternal identity was used to legitimise women’s political engagement and to appeal to public sentiment (Wilmers, 2020). Despite the growing influence of women in peace advocacy and internationalist movements, the opposing forces of U.S. isolationism emerged to contradict the vision of collective security.
The League of Nation’s vision was curtailed by U.S public and political isolationism. Public opinions from many, especially immigrants from Europe who had fled the First World War were concerned that the League of Nations would draw America into European conflicts. Disillusionment with the war's costs and a desire to focus on domestic issues prompted a shift towards isolationist policies (Norwich University, 2025). The rejection of the Treaty of Versailles by the U.S Senate and the refusal of Republican President Warren Harding to advocate for leadership and entry into The League of Nations, cast an immovable shadow over international peace relations (Mathers and Hopwood, 2023. p.49). Rather than discouraging efforts for peace, the isolationism and escalating tensions in Europe made transatlantic diplomacy even more crucial, motivating women's and peace movements to intensify their work and accomplish greater solidarity.
In Wales, the WLNU facilitated by religious leaders from different churches, including Catholic and Anglican, helped raise money to support important new work. Political and cultural figures also took part. Some education experts created a committee to help teachers encourage students to develop “unprejudiced minds towards international problems” (Jones, Mathers and Hopwood, 2023. p.48) .Branches of the WLNU were established in schools, colleges, and universities. By 1923, the Welsh League of Nations Union had 20,000 members and 400 groups all over Wales (Mathers and Hopwood, 2023. p.48).
It was during a Conference of the Welsh League of Nations Union in May 1923 at Aberystwyth University that a proposal for a Peace Petition from the women of Wales to the women of America was first introduced. The Welsh women’s peace petition would ask the women of America to appeal to the United States to join and lead the League of Nations. At one of the conference meetings titled: The Women of Wales and World Peace, chaired by Mrs Peter (Annie) Hughes Griffiths, the petition was first introduced by Gwilym Davies (WCIA, 2025a). A committee of twenty women was appointed to organise and coordinate the petition throughout Wales. (WCIA, 2025a). Among these twenty women were the four delegates who travelled to America to present the Peace Petition not only to U.S. President Calvin Coolidge but crucially, to the women of America. The delegation was led by eloquent bilingual orator WLNU chair and Aberystwyth University alumna, Annie Hughes-Griffith. Accompanying and assisting Annie throughout the U.S tour was Annies’s friend Gladys Thomas (Prifysgol Aberystwyth University, 2023). The other two delegates were Mary Ellis and Elined Prys. Elined was an educated and enthusiastic young Christian woman who had worked with Romanian refugees through the Young Woman’s Christian Association (YWCA) and strongly believed in working for a better world (Mathers and Hopwood, 2023. p.126). Prominent internationalist Mary Ellis who was a long standing friend of Annies, joined the delegation because she was already planning to be in America at the same time to visit educational institutions as part of her role as a school inspector (Mathers and Hopwood, 2023. p.126). She later married Gwilym Davies, director of the WLNU in 1942 and continued their work in international peace efforts after he died in 1955 (WCIA, 2025c).
Preparations for the U.S. delegation began prior to the petition’s formal approval, spearheaded by Mary Ellis, who spent months corresponding with American women peace leaders. Departing in December 1923, Ellis arrived in New York City ahead of the main Welsh delegation, which followed in February. During her time in America, she engaged with prominent and experienced American activists, campaigners and organisers, including suffragist Harriet Burton Laidlaw, Ruth Morgan, Carrie Chapman Catt, and Eleanor Roosevelt (Mathers and Hopwood, 2024).
In Wales the petition was widely endorsed and a nationwide effort of thousands of volunteers collected signatures with public meetings funded through local networks. The petition signatures were acquired by the determination of women and religious organisers and coordinators to include as many women as possible in the petition. In an extraordinary feat of grassroots mobilisation and community participation on a Wales-wide level, women volunteers went from towns, villages and rural homes, from congregations, and from door to door collecting and canvasing for petition signatures. The petition transcended class divisions by including any women over the age of sixteen from any socioeconomic background. At completion, there were 390,296 signatures and the petition stretched seven miles long (Mathers and Hopwood, 2023). 
The Welsh emissaries started their transatlantic journey in February 1924 delivering the petition signed by nearly 400,000 Welsh women in a bespoke oak chest. They then undertook a two-month long peace tour across the United States promoting their message of peace and international cooperation (Prifysgol Aberystwyth University, 2023). Mary Ellis’s organisational communications were successful as press, photographers, suffragists and women’s peace leaders were there with bunches of daffodils to welcome the Welsh women to America (Mathers and Hopwood, 2023. p.132). On the two-month peace tour many events were attended where speeches were delivered and Annie met with women from the Welsh diaspora as well as peace activists and suffragists, but the main event was a luncheon held at the Biltmore Hotel in New York (Mathers and Hopwood, 2023). The event was organised and chaired by Harriet Burton Lees Laidlaw, a prominent member of the Woman’s Pro League Council. Attending the Biltmore Hotel Luncheon were over 400 women. Also participating at the meeting was Ruth Morgan, Chair of the International Alliance of Women’s Committee for Peace and the National League of Women Voters (Mathers and Hopwood, 2023. p.119), and Carrie Chapman Catt, a prominent women’s suffrage and peace activist, LWV member and founder of the YPP and then the WILPF. Another influential attendee was Elenor Roosevelt who went on play a leading role in the establishment of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. Representatives from sixty women’s peace and suffrage organisations, collectively representing around 16 million women, also participated in the luncheon (Mathers and Hopwood, 2023). Annie Hughes Griffiths addressed the attending women. She spoke of the women who had signed the petition, of those who were 101 years old, of those that signed with a mark as they had been denied access to education, of those who were mothers signing and remembering their fallen sons (Mathers and Hopwood, 2023. p.120). The luncheon and speech were very well received, and the opportunity to network with  influential women that shared a strategic alliance of disarmament, arbitration, suffrage and an end to war proved valuable for the remainder of the tour (Mathers and Hopwood, 2023. p.118). While press coverage was mostly been supportive, there was an isolationist undercurrent witnessed by Annie who was handed an anonymous letter instructing the delegation to “get out of out of the country” (Mathers and Hopwood, 2024). This was an indication that progressive causes, such as international initiatives to advance peace, were increasingly seen as subversive and were met with growing suspicion.
There was a presentation of the petition to U.S President Calvin Coolidge at the Whitehouse but it had not been a focus of the Welsh delegation. The focus of the petition and the tour was to engage and connect the women of Wales with the women of America. (Mathers and Hopwood, 2023) The suggestion and organisation of the presentation came from the American women. President Coolidge agreed that the petition should be housed at the Smithsonian National Museum or America (Mathers and Hopwood, 2023). The petition stayed in the Smithsonian physically present but historically marginalised, buried and forgotten in time for nearly a hundred years. 
Marking its centenary in 2023, the petition was repatriated to Wales and now stands as a key archival treasure safeguarded by the Welsh Centre for International Affairs (WCIA) within the Temple of Peace Archives (WCIA, 2025b). The Temple of Peace and Health in Cardiff was another great achievement of David Davies. It was built in 1934 as a lasting focal point for peace, health and justice as well as housing the Welsh National Book of Remembrance that commemorated the casualties of World War I (Morgan, 2022). The preservation initiative by the WCIA highlights the modern efforts to honour women’s historical role in peace advocacy, countering the systematic erasure of their political contributions from historical record.
Though unsuccessful in its immediate goal of convincing the U.S to join and lead the League of Nations, the Welsh Women's Peace Petition represented a landmark achievement in women’s participation in international relations and diplomacy. The peace tour elevated women’s leadership in peacebuilding efforts, establishing new avenues for women’s advocacy on international platforms such as with the formation of the CCCW (Mathers and Hopwood, 2023. p.167). In January 1925, Carrie Chapman Catt and Ruth Morgan organised the National Committee for the Cause and Cure of War, which Chapman Catt had said in a letter to the WLNU was  a “way of returning the compliment” (Mathers and Hopwood, 2023. p.167) for the efforts of the Welsh women. 
The spirit of the Welsh Women's Peace Petition finds contemporary expression with the United Nations Security Council officially recognised through the creation of Resolution 1325 in the year 2000. The changing nature of warfare, in which civilians are increasingly targeted, and women continue to be excluded from participation in peace processes, the UNSCR 1325 addresses not only the disproportionate impact of war on women, but also the pivotal role women should and do play in conflict management, conflict resolution, and sustainable peace (Hilker, 2015). The marginalisation of the Welsh Women's Peace Petition reflects broader structural barriers that continue to impede women's full participation in peace processes. Despite Resolution 1325's mandate, women currently constitute only 16% of peace negotiators worldwide, representing a decrease from 2020 levels (Shewprasad and Maffettone, 2025). This regression demonstrates how institutional frameworks continue to privilege men's voices in conflict resolution, echoing the historical dismissal of women's peace initiatives like the Welsh petition.
The petition was largely forgotten while men's war experiences are continuously commemorated, reflecting deeply ingrained associations between masculinity, violence, and political legitimacy (Duncanson, 2019). War has traditionally served as a stage for performing masculinity, with military service conferring social and political recognition that peace activism rarely achieves (Duncanson, 2019). Consequently, women's peace efforts are often dismissed as naive idealism rather than serious political engagement, reinforcing a gendered hierarchy that devalues women's contributions and sustains patriarchal militarism (Brenner, 2024).
The recovery of the Welsh Women’s Peace Petition of 1923-24 provides a vital example to contemporary peace movements. By documenting women’s longstanding resistance to militarism and their commitment to diplomatic solutions, these recovered histories challenge the notion that war is the inevitable option. 
The petition’s remarkable journey, from its creation a century ago to its return to Wales in 2023, represents the ongoing struggle to recognise and honour women’s contributions to international relations and bridge-building.
The 390,296 signatures of Welsh women who were involved in asking the powers of the world to act accountably for the good of all, are now accessible to researchers and the public. This marks a significant step in reclaiming this forgotten legacy. Recovery of this kind confronts the structural barriers that have historically marginalised women’s voices in both historical narratives and in contemporary peace processes. The Welsh Women’s Peace Petition offers inspiration and is a powerful reminder that ordinary people, especially women have consistently created ambitious alternative to militarism, even when excluded from formal power. 
In today’s world where armed conflicts continue to create grieving communities, the inclusive security envisioned by the UN Resolution 1325 i still an ongoing goal. The Welsh Women’s Peace Petition stands as both a beacon and challenge to stand up and do more. It challenges us to remember women’s peace history and the ongoing struggle for all the future of all humanity. 
In her 1924 speech to 400 American women, Annie Hughes Griffiths articulated the enduring vision behind the petition, declaring that they should “hand down to the generations which come after us, the proud heritage of a warless world” (Mathers and Hopwood, 2023. p.15).
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