The Life of Elise Boulding

Paper Given at the Women War and Peace Conference

Southern CT State University, New Haven, CT

October 17, 2003

Mary Lee Morrison Ph.D.

Elise Boulding has been called the “matriarch” of the twentieth century peace research movement. Boulding, sociologist emeritus from Dartmouth College, is noted for her scholarly accomplishments in three key academic areas of study-peace, women and futures. She was in “on the ground floor” of each of these emerging disciplines and eventually played pivotal leadership roles within each.  Prior to her scholarly career, formally beginning for her at age fifty, Boulding was making major contributions in other areas, most notably as a peace educator and an activist, and as a leading member of the Religious Society of Friends (Quakers). Boulding has been the recipient of over nineteen major awards for her work in peace. She was a 1990 nominee for the Nobel Peace Prize. 


Elise Boulding’s theoretical work on the role of the family in educating toward social change, and the role women have played in peacemaking, predate the later work discussing women’s unique capacities for connections, networking and peace, including thinkers such as Gilligan, Ruddick, Belenky  and others. The various stages of Boulding’s life: child, student, young wife, Quaker, activist, sociologist and scholar, retiree and elder are bound together, metaphorically as a hologram. Always eschewing dichotomy, her life has been a constant attempt to integrate, both privately and in her public life, the human needs for both autonomy and connectedness. Elise Boulding’s ideas on transnational networks and their relationship to global understanding are considered seminal contributions to twentieth century peace education thought. 

As a key player in the beginning of academic peace studies in the 1950s and early 1960s, continuing this work through the decades of the 1970s and 1980s when peace studies established itself as a legitimate academic discipline, Elise Boulding helped shape and define this field. Through the study of her life, issues relevant to the twentieth century peace movement may be illuminated. This is particularly interesting given the historical evolution of the concept of peace education and particularly the relationship between peace education, research and peace activism. Early perceptions of peace education were that it was education toward the abolition of war and that it was an “arm” of the peace research movement. In the years following the Second World War, and particularly in the last thirty years, new ideas have expanded the concept of peace education. Boulding’s writings and those of other feminist in the 1970s laid the groundwork for the work of later educators who embraced ideas of connectedness, caring and imaging and the importance of thinking globally and acting locally. Many of Boulding’s ideas predated contemporary thinking on the importance of ecological sustainability and the dangers inherent in “cultures of war.”


In a field long dominated by men, Elise Boulding has left an indelible mark and made major contributions to the ongoing theoretical work on peace and social change, including the importance of linking individuals to their communities and to the global world. Her life and work speak to the significant presence of cultures and societies of peace, while most media attention and scholarly publications focus on the extreme violence in today’s society. Her newest book, Cultures of Peace: the Hidden Side of History (Syracuse, 2000), is the culmination of her life’s work and was written as a recognition of her long time associations with UNESCO and with the United Nations. The UN has designated the current decade (2000-2010) as the Decade for a Culture of Peace and Nonviolence for the Children of the World, an initiative of all of the living peace Nobel laureates. The title of this latest volume, is taken as a play on words from Elise’s earlier volume, a history of the world’s women. The Underside of History: a View of Women Through Time (1976).


Born in 1920 in Norway, Elise Boulding’s contributions to peace, and the grounding she received for her subsequent theoretical work, began in her early life, as an immigrant child born to parents with high expectations. These continued throughout her marriage to and dynamic partnership with Kenneth Boulding, internationally known Quaker economist and poet, whom she credits as the major influence on her adult life. Elise has been able, throughout her life, to use her immediate life experiences to add meaning to whatever she is doing. Her activities have been grounded in the basic human experience that begins with the child and involves the family. She, to paraphrase a family friend, “is a person who has been able to stretch so far the limits of human experience that she could address the United Nations with no problem and then, in the next second, stoop to tie a child’s shoe and be aware of the needs of both at the same time”. 
 


Elise Boulding’s ideas on feminism and peace are rooted in the nineteenth and early twentieth century ideas on social reform, heralded by such women as Jane Addams, who founded the Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom and Fannie Fern Andrews. Contemporary mentors for Elise have included sociologist Alva Myrdal, who befriended Elise when she and Kenneth were associated with the League of Nations in Princeton, in the early 1940s, and anthropologist Margaret Mead, with whom Elise worked in the 1960s, in developing international women’s exchanges under the auspices of WILPF. Mead’s idea of women as being the “housekeepers of the world”, interpreted now as quaintly essentialist and arguably not readily associated with Mead, was really, according to Elise, a radical notion, one which later found fruition in Boulding’s book, The Underside of History. The idea for this book came during a year of retreat she spent in a one room hermitage, without electricity and water, in the mountains of Colorado in 1974. She has recalled how she literally felt the underside of history, as she carried piles of books up the hill to her cabin. 


As a sociologist, Elise was tireless in her devotion to furthering the cause of women in the profession. During the 1970s she took key leadership roles on several committees of the American Sociological Association and of  the International Sociological Association; on sex roles in society (an outgrowth of her doctoral work), on women in the profession, and on women and world conflict. Boulding helped to found Peace Studies programs at both the University of Colorado and later at Dartmouth, where she moved in 1978. 


In 1967, as the family was preparing to relocate from Ann Arbor, Michigan to Boulder, Colorado, she was elected international chair of WILPF. She was a co-founder of the International Peace Research Association (IPRA) in 1965 and of the Consortium on Peace, Research and Education (COPRED) in 1970. She was elected international secretary-general of IPRA in the late 1980s. In the years following the founding of both IPRA and COPRED, Elise and other female colleagues consistently argued for the inclusion of the contributions of women in peace research. She was criticized by more militant feminists for her arguments in favor of the idea of men and women partnering for peace in families, neighborhoods and in the world. Elise believes that, because of women’s experiences, they have superior peacemaking skills and need to teach these to men. It is the multiplicity of roles, through “breeding, feeding” and productive labor, done mostly “out of site and mind” that have given women the necessary skills to build peace and to envision healthy futures, literally to keep the world going, according to Elise.
In 1979 President Carter appointed Elise to the Congressional Commission on Proposals for a National Academy of Peace and Conflict Resolution, now known as the U.S. Institute for Peace. She was also in on the ground floor as the movement for the designation of the decade devoted to peace and nonviolence progressed within UNESCO and the UN General Assembly during the late 1980s.


Moving to Boston in the mid 1990s, in her later life Elise has continued her activities on behalf of peace, albeit at a slower pace. She has developed a close working relationship with the Boston Research Center for the 21st century, which honored her with their first Global Citizen’s Award in 1996. In 1997 she received the World Futures Studies Federation Award. 


Elise was invited to join us at this gathering today. However, health reasons, together with her limited traveling these days, have precluded her being here. She is with us in spirit. 
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� Holly Giffen interview in Boulder, CO, 1999. 
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