
Challenging militarism: report from Reaching Critical Will 
 
One of my favourite things about WILPF is its work on challenging militarism. It’s what 
drew me to the organization back in 2005. 
 
The world can be a depressing place: we are no closer to nuclear disarmament now than 
we were in 1945, even though it seemed that world leaders were ready to start renouncing 
their arsenals. Military spending continues to climb—it reached 1.6 trillion dollars in 2010. 
Weapons continue to be sold to governments that commit human rights abuses. Women 
continue to be killed and raped with the use of guns. 
 
But WILPF is doing something about all of things. I want to share some of these to highlight 
the positive things we are collectively doing! 
 
The US Section works to prevent an arms race in outer space. WILPF will once again 
sponsor the annual Keep Space for Peace Week in October thanks to the hard work of Carol 
Urner, who unfortunately couldn’t come to this Congress.  
 
MacGregor Eddy of the US Section recently travelled to Jeju Island to bear witness to the 
nonviolent resistance of Korean villagers who are opposing the construction of a naval base 
that will house US ships. She is also routinely arrested for protesting missile launches by 
the United States at Vandenberg Air Force base in California. 
 
The Colombian Section works to divert military spending to economic justice and 
environmental sustainability and to assist women displaced by armed violence. 
 
The Swedish Section hosted a seminar on disarming domestic violence to analyze and take 
action on stopping gun violence against women. 
 
The Indian Section protests against the use of oppressive police force, which violates 
human rights. 
 
The Norwegian Section is working to ban the use of depleted uranium in weapons. 
 
The Costa Rican Section is trying to prevent the militarization of their country. 
 
The UK Section has been raising awareness about the possibility of the renewal of the 
Trident nuclear weapon system in their country.  
 
The Lebanese Section is advocating for a nuclear free Middle East. 
 
The Swiss Section has done work on promoting a national referendum to abolish military 
weapons kept at home, which are often used to commit acts of domestic violence.  
 



The Australian Section is campaigning for a “military free education,” to encourage 
communities to call for the government to stop funding school partnerships with weapon 
manufacturers. 
 
These are only a few activities from a few Sections, I know there are many more. I just 
wanted to give a few quick highlights so that everyone can see the range of activities being 
undertaken. I suggest you read the Peace and Security Working Group report and National 
Section reports for more details about Section actions on challenging militarism. 
 
I was very excited to read about many of these activities in the Section reports. I would be 
very grateful if Sections let me know about their actions so that I can highlight and brag 
about them in the RCW e-news! 
 
What I am more equipped to discuss is Reaching Critical Will. This is one of WILPF 
International’s projects. It was founded in 1999 by Felicity Hill, who at the time was 
director of WILPF’s United Nations Office in New York. The goal back then was to create a 
hub of information and advocacy for nuclear disarmament at the United Nations in New 
York.  Felicity started the project as a means to gather NGOs together to participate in the 
nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty review process, and then the General Assembly’s First 
Committee, and then the Conference on Disarmament in Geneva… and the mandate kept 
growing. 
 
The project is now in the two WILPF International offices. I run the New York part, and the 
other in Geneva is run by Beatrice Fihn. She apologizes for not being here—she is pregnant 
and the baby is due next month! 
 
RCW does a lot of things. We maintain the most comprehensive repository of information, 
documentation, and analysis on disarmament and arms control issues at 
www.reachingcriticalwill.org. We help facilitate civil society participation in relevant UN 
meetings and conferences; help organize educational events for UN staff, government 
officials, and NGO representatives; and try to provide accurate and timely reporting and 
analysis on all relevant conferences and initiatives so that those unable to attend can stay 
informed. We also coordinate, write, and edit many studies and reports on topics related to 
militarism, disarmament, and human security; we write articles and give presentations; 
and we draft WILPF statements and work with Sections on these subjects. 
 
The objective of covering UN meetings on nuclear weapons, small arms, and the arms trade, 
as well as facilitating studies and reports on a variety of issues that I’ll highlight below, is to 
link weapons with issues of human security and to promote this connection at the 
intergovernmental, national, and local levels. This is something unique WILPF brings to the 
table: we work from the grassroots level to national capitals to diplomats in international 
settings, which is also what Madeleine highlighted yesterday. 
 
In all of the work that the project’s staff and volunteers undertake, we highlight the link 
between weapons, both nuclear and convention, to militarism, gender inequality, social 
injustice, to economics, politics, ecology, etc. We consider disarmament to be a part of 



conflict prevention, as being necessary for economic justice, as being part of redefining 
security. Human security needs disarmament; disarmament needs human security. 
 
Here are few examples of how Reaching Critical Will tries to do this: 
 
Arms Trade Treaty: RCW has monitored and provided analysis the process of negotiating 
an international arms trade treaty. We have also advocated for specific things in this treaty, 
including a gender dimension. Throughout the negotiation process, which starts next year, 
RCW will continue arguing that an arms trade treaty should not merely be used as a 
procedural authorization of arms transfers but that it should be a strong tool with the 
primary purpose of preventing armed conflict, preventing the violation of human rights 
and international humanitarian law, and seriously reducing the culture and economy of 
militarism. 
 
We need to use the ATT process as an opportunity to highlight the physical and economic 
costs of weapons and the role of the UN, treaties, and civil society in changing not just the 
rules for conducting arms sales but in changing the discourse about weapons. Some of the 
countries involved in negotiations talk about weapons as “items of commerce”. They want a 
treaty that will make it easier for them to buy or sell weapons. But that’s not what we want. 
We want a treaty that will make it HARDER to buy and sell weapons. Regulating the arms 
trade is step on the path to reducing the arms trade, reducing military expenditure, 
reducing militarism. 
 
It will be extremely important for WILPF Sections to engage actively in lobbying their 
governments on this treaty. Governments need to hear over the next year that their citizens 
want a strong, robust treaty that will prevent arms transfers that lead to violations of 
international humanitarian law or human rights law, that exacerbate conflict, that 
undermine socioeconomic development. I would be delighted to work with any interested 
Sections on this, please contact me if you want materials and resources for any lobbying 
you decide to undertake! 
 
And there is much WILPF can do on criticizing the arms trade, beyond any treaty 
negotiations. WILPF was the first organization to put out a statement highlighting the arms 
sales to Libya by the UK and other countries, as Madeleine mentioned yesterday. This is the 
kind of critical role WILPF can and should be playing, especially because it gives us yet 
another opportunity to corporate power and economic injustice, military spending, human 
rights, root causes of conflict, and more. 
 
Nuclear weapons: WILPF has a long history of demanding nuclear disarmament that RCW 
draws upon and tries to feed back to. 
 
WILPF has something special to contribute to the campaign for the abolition of nuclear 
weapons: the understanding that nuclear weapons do not exist in a vacuum, as Madeleine 
said yesterday. Nuclear weapons are linked to corporate power, to political corruption and 
secrecy, to environmental devastation, to the health of human bodies, especially women’s 
bodies. WILPF recognizes these links, and recognizes that there is still a lot of political and 



economic “value” to nuclear weapons that must be dispelled through undermining the 
myth of deterrence and through highlighting nuclear weapons’ incompatibility with 
international law. And through RCW, WILPF is able to bring this discourse and analysis to 
the international level, to the diplomats and the decision-makers. No other organization 
working on nuclear weapons has that connection from grassroots activism on nuclear 
disarmament all the way up to the diplomatic level. Other organizations do one or the 
other, not both. This one of WILPF’s greatest strengths: to reach all audiences. 
 
Here is a specific example of what RCW is doing about nuclear weapons right now: All of 
the states that currently possess nuclear weapons have plans to modernize these weapons 
in the coming decades. For example, the Obama administration has committed to investing 
185 billion dollars in modernizing the US nuclear arsenal and delivery systems and the 
facilities used to build these weapons. Of course, this comes at a time when the leaders of 
many nuclear weapon states, including Obama, say they want to get rid of their arsenals. It 
also comes at a time of global economic crisis. It’s a classic example of military spending 
preventing investment in jobs, homes, schools, health care, renewable energy, etc. So RCW 
is coordinating a project that will explore these plans and highlight the problems these 
modernization programmes create for international law, social and economic justice, and 
international peace. We hope that bringing these modernization plans into the light will 
lead to global action against them.  
 
RCW is also working with activists and academic partners to examine nuclear weapons in 
the context of international and domestic political economy. This project seeks to explore 
issues of social and economic justice that are interlinked with disarmament. This project is 
still in the infant planning stages but RCW intends to draw on the expertise and support of 
WILPF members in their national contexts as it develops.  
 
Nuclear power: WILPF has been opposed to nuclear power since it has existed. Most 
recently, we issued a statement on the Fukushima nuclear disaster in Japan. In September 
2011, the UN Secretary-General is going to host a high-level summit on nuclear safety. He 
has called for a UN system wide study on the subject in the meantime. RCW is seizing this 
opportunity to highlight civil society’s views on the costs and risks of nuclear energy and is 
engaging with NGO partners, including many WILPF Sections, to produce a report that 
highlights the dangers of nuclear power and dispels the myth that nuclear energy can ever 
be safe and that it is an answer to climate change. WILPF is the right organization to 
address this nuclear power, because we know that it must be considered in a broader 
context of economics, human security, sustainable development, the environment, the 
energy crisis, and more. 
 
Gender: RCW also works closely with WILPF’s PeaceWomen project to ensure that a 
gender-perspective is always forefront in our analysis. RCW is adamant about highlighting 
the linkages between its work on disarmament, the arms trade, and militarism and its work 
on gender and women. For example, the projects worked together on the 16 Days of 
Activism Against Gender Violence in 2010, when the theme of the campaign was gender 
and militarism. Maria is going to talk more about that tomorrow morning. 
 



PW and RCW also organized the WILPF seminar on women and disarmament in March 
2011, where we brought WILPF women from Pakistan, the DRC, Costa Rica, and the UK 
together to give case studies of the intersections of gender and militarism. Reports from 
this meeting are on the WILPF website. 
 
WILPF also has great analysis of the relationship between patriarchy and militarism that 
RCW consistently uses in its writing and presentations on all disarmament issues. 

 
Conference on Disarmament: The last piece I will mention today is our continued work at 
the Conference on Disarmament, which is the UN’s body for multilateral disarmament 
negotiations. As many of you know, it hasn’t produced a treaty since 1996. But RCW has 
continued to cover it because it provides insights into the real opportunities for nuclear 
disarmament right now—or rather, lack of opportunities. It’s important to pay attention to 
what governments are saying here because it is much more policy-driven than statements 
they might make in other fora where they are looking to please a crowd. 
 
But we don’t just monitor what’s going on, we also provide inputs—we’ve drafted two 
different papers providing suggestions on how to either overcome the stalemate or move 
on. We have no sentimental attachment to this venue—we just want disarmament! Some 
governments have incorporated our input to their positions. We sometimes receive 
requests from governments for inputs to their statements—most recently, I helped the 
Costa Rican delegation write their statement for a meeting that was assessing what to do 
about the stalemate in the CD. I worked in many of WILPF’s positions: criticism of nuclear 
weapon modernization, advocacy for a human security approach to disarmament, and even 
a suggestion that disarmament be incorporated into the work of the human rights bodies, 
like the Universal Periodic Review and the Human Rights Council! This in an idea 
Madeleine has been pushing for since she came on with WILPF, and of course RCW is trying 
to promote this idea because it helps toward achieving more of WILPF’s overall objectives. 
 
We are also asked to contribute to other aspects of the UN machinery. Last year, WILPF 
was asked to contribute inputs to the first ever General Assembly resolution on women, 
disarmament, non-proliferation, and arms control. And we just found out that the new 
Swiss action plan on 1325 has a paragraph on 1325 and disarmament, which is at least 
partially because WILPF keeps hammering on about the links between disarmament and 
gender. 
 
The point I want to emphasize, the take-away point I want to give you, is that WILPF has a 
unique role to play in challenging militarism. Our unique perspective is that militarism is 
the root cause of many of the problems in the world, and that many of the problems of the 
world lead to increased militarism; that the fulfillment or violation of human rights, 
especially women’s rights, are linked directly to militarism; and that disarmament is 
necessary for fulfilling these rights but also that disarmament is a human right. 
 
There are more examples of our work in our report to Congress, available on the Congress 
website, and of course I welcome any questions you might have throughout the week. 


