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	  THIRTEEN 

Seneca Women's 
Peace Camp 

Shapes of Things to Come 

RHODA LINTON 	  

In the spring of 1983, when I heard that antimilitarist activity by women 
at the Seneca Army Depot might be planned, I knew I would participate. 
My only prior involvement with women's peace activity was the two-
day 1981 Women's Pentagon Action (WPA) in Washington, D.C. At that 
event, I was so struck by its difference in method from other demon-
strations I had attended that, collaborating with a friend, 1 wrote about 
it in an article published in Socialist Review in 1982.1  I also knew that 
my interest was in the women's practice more than in the substance of 
the cause—stopping deployment of the Euromissiles that the depot was 
strongly suspected of harboring (a suspicion that has since been con-
firmed). 

As I live only twenty-five miles from the encampment, I could easily 
maintain involvement. But this proximity has also made participation 
difficult, given that mine is a small rural township very similar to 
Romulus, the village in which the encampment is situated. Negative 
feelings about the encampment have run very high in these villages, 
and my work and personal relationships have been affected. Four 
generations of my family live in my town, including my parents, siblings, 
nieces and nephews, and grandnieces and grandnephews. As far as I 
know, no one in my family has ever had positive feelings toward the 
encampment, with the exception of my mother. But she had difficulty 
maintaining a positive interest as the media image of the camp participants 
began to shift from sincere but harmless, naive, female peaceniks to 
traitors and Communists, crazy witches, perverted lesbians. The steady 
escalation of purposeful illegal actions (civil disobedience) also caused 
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an erosion of my mother's belief that this happening was a good thing. 
My participation in the Ithaca Women's Affinity Group civil disobedience 
action at the big August 1, 1983, demonstration, which was duly noted 
in an article on the front page of the local newspaper, contributed to 
the town's hostility toward me. 

During the weeks of summer 1983, I felt a constant anxiety that 
intermittently surfaced as fear for my physical safety. Indeed, I usually 
went alone to the camp for evening general meetings and then participated 
in actions at the main gate that followed the meetings. Being stopped 
by police patrols on the way to or from the encampment after dark, 
although never anything but friendly, added to the anxiety/fear. I was 
usually a woman alone in the car, and I never knew until the last 
moment, when the red lights started flashing, that the fast-approaching 
headlights in the rearview mirror were those of police rather than of 
pickup trucks filled with Veterans of Foreign Wars (VFW) members out 
to harass women from the camp. 

Many people at work approached me with what were, from their 
perspective, reasonable questions and (mainly) reservations about whether 
anything good could come out of such an outrageous effort. Maybe we 
were "only hurting our cause" by choosing this place, or having a 
women-only camp, or using civil disobedience as a tactic. I had trouble 
replying in a civil fashion to such comments because most people were 
only able to perceive a small part of what was going on. Unless I made 
a huge effort all the time, I couldn't convey enough about what I saw 
as the reality. I often gave up in frustration and even took to staying 
away from work because it was too much to have to "justify" myself 
day in and day out about something so important to me. 

At the same time, I felt very nourished by and excited about the 
experience I continued to have during my time at the encampment, 
especially as new ways of living together and of carrying out our social 
change work constantly unfolded in front of my eyes and ears and mind 
and heart. This high level of awareness, this constant fear and hope 
and joy and frustration, this anxiety and anticipation, frame what I have 
learned from this experience. 

When I wrote about the methodology of the 1981 WPA demonstration 
in Washington, I did so strictly as a participant uninvolved in its planning 
or preparation. I saw and felt the effect of feminist theory on organized 
political practice. As a long-term local participant at Seneca, although 
by no means a central figure, I have seen the internal workings of the 
encampment as well as its external effects, both locally and further 
abroad, on myself and others. This provides me with a much richer 
view; but this very complexity makes description and analysis more 
problematic, particularly when I attempt to describe various parts of  

the dynamic while keeping the whole in the forefront. The parts out of 
context, without the whole, lose their power. 

The Women's Encampment: 
Theory, Practice, and Goals 

As an "ongoing demonstration," the Women's Encampment for a Future 
of Peace and justice (WEFFPJ)2  intentionally incorporates into its "per-
manent protest" (a term used about the Greenham Common Women's 
Peace Camp in the film Carry Greenham Home) a reaction to our militaristic 
society and a proactive, visioning approach to the camp's ends and its 
means. The effort of the WEFFPJ to envision, create, and practice new 
ways for individuals to live in the world, while directly and constantly 
addressing the U.S. contribution to the threat of nuclear annihilation of 
that world, is an especially fertile context for investigating the relationship 
between theory and practice. At the camp, theory is examined through 
practice—that is, through the interaction of structure and process. Practice 
often demands a decision a minute at times, whether or not the theory 
is complete and in place. In such settings, theory is revealed through 
the immediate action taken. In fact, such practice forces theory to emerge. 
We may sometimes be horrified by the theoretical meanings revealed, 
but this process does make visible our contradictions and push us to 
decipher and face the meanings of our actions. This process also provides 
us with an immediate context in which to change our practice, to see 
where our theory doesn't work, and to try fitting theory and practice 
more closely. This is clearly articulated in the WEFFPJ Resource Handbook's 
introduction. 

The women's encampment is an action to bring women together to 
protest the Cruise and Pershing ll missiles. It is inspired by the 
women's peace camp at Greenham Common, England, and those 
protesting all over Europe. Women from all parts of the United States 
and a variety of backgrounds will gather in a large outdoor camping 
area to say No to war and Yes to life. We will conduct workshops on 
such topics as racism, sexism, social and economic justice, non-violence, 
homophobia, women's history, feminism, military conversion and 
conflict resolution. We will explore our common ground and difference 
as women of color and white women, as lesbians and straight women, 
as differently abled women, and as old and young women. 

There will he protests and civil disobedience actions at the depot 
throughout the summer. AUGUST 1st HAS BEEN CHOSEN FOR A 
LARGE ACTION INCLUDING A NON-VIOLENT CIVIL 
DISOBEDIENCE ACTION.' 
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In its broadest sense, Seneca's goal was envisioned as saying "No to 
war and Yes to life." This goal took two specific forms: to stop deployment 
at the depot of Cruise and Pershing II missiles, which was scheduled 
for fall 1983, and to create an alternative way of living based on women's 
experiences. These goals required for their realization a living structure 
that could initiate specific processes and produce specific results, both 
internally (processes for living that would produce a feminist, nonviolent 
governance system for the camp) and externally (processes for creating 
and staging nonviolent acts of confrontation of the military at the Seneca 
Army Depot). The results were purposefully structured protest dem-
onstrations at the same place during a long period of time and the 
connection of these direct actions with new ways to govern ourselves 
in community (that is, building the operating structure through which 
the action is accomplished). 

The tension created by the interaction between direct confrontation 
and community governance has a trampoline effect; ideas jump on and 
change in shape and dimension. Combining diverse women's experiences 
with such structural aspects as varying lengths of stay, size of groups, 
varying capabilities and expertise, particular interests, goals, approach, 
open group process, and joint community maintenance tapped individual 
difference to create a fabric strengthened by its many and diverse origins—
a crazy quilt existence. One of the many strong chants heard frequently 
at Seneca expresses it like this: 

We are the old wimmyn 
We are the new wimmyn 
We are the same wimmyn 
Stronger than before!' 

The learning that takes place in this exposure to difference, which is 
not a common feature of most women's lives in this society of divisions, 
thrills and energizes individuals, cracks open thinking and attitudes, 
pushes back the boundaries of women's limiting horizons. I think this 
internal effect is one of Seneca's most important contributions to feminist 
method. 

The Governance System 
Two aspects of the camp's beginnings—the operating structure and the 
decisionmaking process—shaped the fundamental nature of the endeavor. 
Both relate to the governance system as it was visioned and as it evolved. 

The operating structure—that is, an ongoing demonstration—made 
possible a new level of direct action, with both planned and unplanned  

consciousness-raising activity. The structure gave rise to external products 
(constant confrontation at the depot, attempts at community "outreach," 
media coverage, publicizing of the existence of the camp through women's 
networks, and so on) and internal organizational development (deci-
sionmaking structure, innovative group processes including the incor-
poration of the affinity group as an integral structural unit, changing 
expectations about present and future ways to live, ways for participants 
to take responsibility for exchange of information and so on). 

The decisionmaking process as it had evolved by the time of the 
official closing of the camp in early September 1983 (after two months 
of peak operation, including the August 1 mass demonstration in which 
three thousand women participated) grew out of the operating structure. 
The interaction of the two aspects provided the thread that bound them 
together even as they collided and emerged in new forms. 

Barbara Deming describes an experience she had at the camp when 
there were 3,000 women there that embodies this complex interaction. 

What most moved me was the fact that in spite of the differences 
among us, and in spite of our numbers, and in spite of the fact that 
our population kept shifting—new women arriving all the time, others 
having to leave, the small staff and a few stubborn volunteers the only 
long-term inhabitants—the commitment was to making decisions by 
consensus. And this process was not abandoned. . . . Ways kept being 
found to enable this [real listening) to happen. More and more of these 
ways need to be invented—and are being invented.5  

She tells of one specific meeting called to decide "whether in encounters 
with the press and with people from the surrounding towns we should 
try to play down the fact that many of us were lesbians."6  This was 
one of the most volatile issues to camp members and to local people. 
The meeting started out with hard-line opposing views and consensus 
seemed unlikely. But acting on the suggestion of a participant to break 
into smaller circles of like opinion, including a middle-ground group, 
and create a circle within a circle, each group taking its turn, the 
discussion proceeded. 

Without fear of judgement now, because speaking with those with 
whom we felt most at ease (sic)—while the others listened in. And so 
speaking more deeply than before. When we formed one large circle 
again, the talk was no longer strained. . . . And consensus, to the 
astonishment of all, I think, was reached easily. 

. . . I remember especially of the final round of this meeting the 
look on the face of a neatly-dressed church woman—as she told us 
that she'd never before given any thought to the subject of lesbians or 
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homophobia. "But," she said, "I do want to open myself to new 
thoughts." I think that the form we had chosen for this meeting had 
helped her to want just that. The look on her face was a look of grave 
surprise.' 

The entire encampment was governed by a set of "respected policies." 
Respected policies were presented to newcomers, along with other 
information, in an orientation handout. As of an early handout (July 
22, 1983), the policies were listed as follows: 

Respected policies have been reached by consensus in the national 
planning committee meetings (before the encampment opened and/or 
at general meetings here. They were arrived at after much discussion. 
Please, if you have concerns, find out the history of the decision. As of 
7/22, they stand. 

1. This is a WOMEN'S ENCAMPMENT. Children are welcome 
although conditions may be rough, and boys up to age 12 are 
welcome. Men are welcome in the reception area only and are 
invited to do support work off the land. 

2. The Women's [sic] Encampment for a Future of Peace & Justice is 
committed to support nonviolent actions of both a legal and illegal 
nature. The guidelines for nonviolent actions as stated in the 
handbook are respected policy. 

3. The land was purchased to create a safe and legal emcampment 
[sicj and we are committed to trying to keep it safe and legal. 

4. We respect the Earth and the land and resources which make up 
our encampment. Therefore: 

* We recycle trash by placing it in properly desiganted [sic] 
containers. 

* Cigarette butts, which are plastic, need to be put in butt cans or 
regular trash cans, not on the ground. 

* We gather only dead wood for firewood. 
* We use designated paths to avoid unnecessary compacting of soil. 
* We conserve water. 

5. The • camp is everyone's responsibility. Women's work energy, 
whether physical, spiritual, emotional or rational, is needed for 
smooth running of our camp. 

6. For our safety and the earth, FIRES in designated fire pits only. 
Please make sure all fires are completely out because it has been a 
very dry summer. Fires should never be left unattended. Coleman 
stoves are only to be used in kitchen area. 

7. The refrigerators in the house are for staff and medical use only. 
Cold storage pits are back near the kitchen area. 

8. Read the handbook. It contains information which will help us all. 
9. Anybody taking photographs or taping should ask subjects if they 

mind first. 

10. Shirts should be worn between the barn and the street and at the 
first set of sinks (where we are visible from the road) and when 
women are working on the pavillion roof or over by where the 
Amish family's property where there are no trees (where we might 
insult them). 

11. Actions should not be taken on the depot's back fence where it 
adjoins our land as this might endanger the safety or legality of 
other women on the land. 

12. As a rule, we will take only quiet actions at the depot's front gate 
after 5 P.M. This is to avoid alienating people who live near the 
gate and cannot sleep with our noise. Exceptions can be made for 
special actions and these should be brought up at a general 
meeting beforehand. 

13. - The consumption of alcohol is restricted to Amazon Acres 
(anytime) and Heartland only after 9 P.M. 

- No smoking at general meetings. Smoking or no smoking in 
small meeting and other workshops will be determined by group 
consensus. 

14. We do have a resolution to the flag issue: that is, we encourage 
any women who wants [sic] to create a personal statement to do so 
by putting her message on a piece a [sic] material not larger that 
[sic] a pillowcase. we [sic] arrived at this resolution to support the 
diversity of women at the encampment. 

15. 13 hugs a day, minimum. (Staff need more.)8  

This list of governing policies reflects the diversity of women's voices 
in the camp. Some of the most complex issues come from a rising 
collective feminist consciousness. For example, how to relate to men is 
reflected by (1), both in setting an upper age limit after which male 
children cannot stay on the land and in setting geographical limits on 
the presence of men at the same time as inviting their support in specific 
ways. Additionally, what is known as the "bare breast" question, the 
policy referring to the wearing of shirts in (10), includes an extensive 
range of issues connected to the sexual objectification of women, including 
the double standard revealed by the freedom men have to be bare 
chested in public and the constraints on women not to be, on the threat 
of being arrested for "lewd and lascivious behavior."9  Both issues have 
special significance for lesbians, many of whom, struggling to raise male 
children, find their exclusion at a certain age counterproductive and, 
struggling to establish their own place in a predominantly homophobic 
society, find these constraints and their implications insulting and out-
rageous. 

Other policies appear that, although representing serious ecological 
concerns (for example, [4] and [6]), sound as if they might have come 
from a signboard at the local state park or, more likely, from women's 
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old and beloved Girl Scout manuals. The respected policies are a wonderful 
representation of the things that we know from past everyday life, things 
we have learned as women in this historical era, and things we are 
striving to know. The latter is evident in (2), (3), and (11), which concern 
ways to combine safe, legal and illegal, nonviolent approaches, and in 
(9), (12), (13), and (15), which address conscious respect for others. The 
attention to difference among women is made explicit in (14), which 
categorically states that the resolution of "the flag issue" (to be described) 
is intended "to support the diversity of women at the encampment." 
This mixed document, then, elicits mixed reactions—some of it is 
somewhat prissy and hardly begins to indicate anything new; yet the 
very mixture is new. This putting together of the old and the new is 
one of the camp's unique contributions to feminist method. 

WORK WEBS AND DAILY SCHEDULE 

One aspect of the operating structure planned for the summer program 
included the formation of work webs (all women were expected to 
contribute three hours of work per day) and a general daily schedule. 
According to the orientation handout, the work webs were security, 
garbage/recycling, child care, food prep, dinner cleanup, greeters re-
ception, garden, healing/emotional support, office/clerical, general main-
tenance/construction, media, and process. 

Work webs, which had "weavers" to keep some continuity (women 
who provided a coordinating function but who rotated the function to 
avoid unintentional leadership creation), some of whom were paid staff 
and others who were staying long periods without pay, met daily at 9 
A.M. to decide what work needed to be done and how the group would 
proceed to do it. At first camp planners hoped that women would attach 
to only one web for the duration of their stay so that there would be 
an ongoing core of women to really learn what needed to be done in 
specific areas and women would have an opportunity to build some 
skills. But women seemed to prefer trying different jobs, and thus in 
many cases the weavers were the only continual members of work webs 
and had more information than others about how the camp really 
functioned. 

Weavers, faced with new workers every day, many of whom preferred 
to be told what to do and get it over with, felt the limits of their patience 
taxed, and at times it was much easier to assign tasks. As a result, work 
webs did not always function by group decisionmaking, and sometimes 
this system became a burden on the energy and momentum of other 
camp activities. For example, the functioning of the work webs was 
affected by the number of women living at the camp at a given time. 

Fewer women staying at the camp, for example less than fifty, did not 
reduce the need for twenty-four-hour-a-day security coverage. But with 
less than fifty women, almost everyone had to volunteer to do frequent 
security shifts. I remember some general meetings in which all of us 
at the meeting held ourselves hostage until enough women volunteered 
to do security and put their names on the security clipboard (sign-up 
sheet). This functioned to take the spirit out of actions planned to follow 
the general meeting. 

Other daily planned activities included racism workshop at noon on 
the dome tent; orientation for newcomers and other visitors at 2 P.M. 

on the front lawn; and general meeting at 7 PM. after the evening meal. 
The general meeting was more often than not followed by an action at 
the main gate (we usually walked about a mile along a two-land road, 
through the village of Romulus, to the main gate and back the same 
way after an action). One other regular session was a twice-weekly 
offering of civil disobedience training from 10 A.M. to 4 PM. on Tuesdays 
and Saturdays. All regular sessions were increased in number as needed 
for example, extra civil disobedience training, as well as peacekeeper 
training, was done prior to major actions. Extra orientation sessions 
could be held for large groups arriving after 2 PM. Once, when a group 
of about forty women and men on a bicycle trip from Buffalo arrived, 
they were given a special orientation, and another time when two big 
buses pulled up on the road in front of the camp and more than one 
hundred women and children, who had been riding for two days from 
Minneapolis, piled out, amid great excitement, they were given a special 
welcome and orientation on the front lawn. 

In addition to the regular planned activities, there were one-time 
planned activities and/or theme times. The August 1 mass demonstration 
was one example, as was the planning of special events, such as 
participation in the opening of the National Women's Hall of Fame and 
Convention Days in nearby Seneca Falls, which included a parade and 
an event called "The Faces and Phases of Women"; a day's walk along 
the Underground Railroad as part of a weekend focusing on women of 
color; a weekend for "Women of Faith"; and a week focusing on 
"International Links in the Peace Movement.")  Although not an activity 
per se, the bulletin board (138) was an integral, planned part of the 
operating structure's internal communication system. Women learned to 
check the BB between meetings as all current information, including 
planned and unplanned activities, as well as any messages from or to 
individuals were posted there by everyone with anything to say. The 
BB was, in effect, the regular "camp crier." in addition, during emergency 
situations (either of individuals, groups, or the entire camp), camp 
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members would volunteer or be recruited to verbally carry necessary 
immediate messages throughout the various areas of the camp. 

Although some structure was planned prior to the existence of the 
camp, it also evolved along with the camp as a direct result of the 
commitment to open participation and decisionmaking, a unique and 
crucial feature. I use the term unplanned to indicate the aspects not 
specific to the original plan, but in one sense nothing could be truly 
unplanned because part of the plan was to provide a place and way 
of being where any and all women could bring their "energies, ideas, 
skills, experience and knowledge"" and merge them into the camp. 
"Your activities will be ongoing with other planned actions, including 
leafletting, vigilling, local outreach, and civil disobedience. . . . Spontaneity 
is encouraged and last minute programming will be entered as time 
permits. However, advanced scheduling is recommended and 

appreciated."12 Part of the plan was to provide time and space for the unplanned. 
These two categories, planned and unplanned, can be used to distinguish 
the parts of the camp that were in place from the beginning and those 
that were created as the camp evolved. 

The operating structure was a semipermanent framework for camp 
life governed by some general and some specific policies; that is, although 
a general structure was planned and in place, there was a lot of freedom 
to change it on an ad hoc basis. In general, this operating structure 
provided a community governance system within which an amazingly 
smoothly running group life took root and flourished. In fact, the relative 
lack of disaster amid chaotic conditions was a definite measure of the 
system's viability and potential for other settings. 

Some of the same features that were the foundation of the structure's 
creative success, of course, also made it difficult to sustain. For example, 
by summer's end, the interaction of the process and the structure resulted 
in one of the camp's most agonizing debates—whether the camp should 
continue as a permanent structure. This question, which undoubtedly 
entailed the most conflicting and painful process, clearly stretched the 
endeavor to the limit. Many individuals were pushed past the breaking 
point, causing them to leave the group. The type of decisionmaking 
process and the women's capacity for innovation based on need—which 
included endless individual go-rounds, careful attention to feelings via 
the use of group meeting "vibes" watchers, and intentional release of 
tension through such mechanisms as circling, silence, singing, dancing, 
and "rage circles"—made such discussions possible and, eventually, 
productive. The following is .a description of this decisionmaking process 
and its evolution during summer 1983. 

DECISIONMAKING 

Consensus was viewed by the women who planned the camp as the 
ideal decisionmaking process from the beginning of the formulation of 
the WEFFPJ. Such decisionmaking was considered one aspect of a 
nonviolent approach to social change. References in the Resource Handbook 
to other groups using nonviolence—including Mahatma Gandhi in South 
Africa and India; women's suffrage in Britain; the labor, civil rights, and 
anti-Vietnam War movements in this country—connected the camp's 
approach to other political struggles." Many feminists identified this 
process with their experiences in consciousness-raising groups, and other 
women, who came with experience as religious pacifists and as participants 
in other peace movement organizations, had long histories of using the 
consensus process. 

The formal procedures used at the encampment were described in 
the Resource Handbook, and an overall view of the process was outlined 
as follows: 

The fundamental right of consensus is for all people to be able to 
express themselves in their own words and of their own will. The 
fundamental responsibility of consensus is to assure others of their 
right to speak and be heard. Coercion and trade-offs are replaced with 
creative alternatives, and compromise with synthesis.14  

If an individual could not support a specific decision, the consensus 
process provided several ways to express objections, which were: 

Nonsupport ("I don't see the need for this, but I'll go along.") 
Reservations ("I think this may be a mistake but I can live with it.") 
Standing aside ("I personally can't do this, but I won't stop others from 

doing it.") 
Blocking ("I cannot support this or allow the group to support this. It 

is immoral." If a final decision violates someone's fundamental moral 
values they are obligated to block consensus.) 

Withdrawing from the group 

Obviously, if many people express non-support or reservations or 
stand aside or leave the group, it may not be a viable decision even if 
no one directly blocks it. This is what is known as a "lukewarm" 
consensus and it is just as desirable as a lukewarm beer or a lukewarm 
bath. 

If consensus is blocked and no new consensus can be reached, the 
group stays with whatever previous decision was on the subject 
[known as a "fallback position"]15 
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The roles needed to conduct this process and the tasks of the people 
who filled them were: 

1. Facilitator—aided the group in defining decisions that need to 
be made, helped group members through the stages of reaching 
an agreement, kept the meeting moving, focused discussion to 
the point at hand, made sure everyone had the opportunity to 
participate, and formulated and tested to see if consensus had 
been reached. Facilitators helped to direct the process of the 
meeting, not its content. 

2. Vibes watcher—someone besides the facilitator who watched 
and commented on individual and group feelings and patterns 
of participation. 

3. Recorder—took notes on the meeting, especially of decisions 
made and means of implementation. 

4. Timekeeper—kept things going on schedule so that each agenda 
item could be covered in the time allotted for it (if discussion 
ran over the time for an item, the group might or might not 
decide to contract for more time to finish up). 

All members of the group were also reminded that 

even though individuals take on these roles, all participants in a 
meeting should be aware of and involved in the issues, process, and 
feelings of the group, and should share their individual expertise in 
helping the group run smoothly and reach a decision. This is especially 
true when it comes to finding compromise agreements to seemingly 
contradictory positions.' 

The Resource Handbook also specified the group member attitudes needed 
for the consensus process. 

Responsibility: Participants are responsible for voicing their opinions, 
participating in the discussion, and actively implementing the 
agreement. 
Self-discipline: Blocking consensus should only be done for principled 
objections. Object clearly, to the point, and without putdowns or 
speeches. Participate in finding an alternative solution. 
Respect: Respect others and trust them to make responsible input. 
Cooperation: Look for areas of agreement and common ground and 
build on them. Avoid competitive, right/wrong, win/lose thinking. 
Struggle: Use clear means of disagreement—no putdowns. Use 
disagreements and arguments to learn, grow and change. Work hard to 
build unity in the group, but not at the expense of the individuals who 
are its members." 

The Handbook described further procedures for dealing with consensus 
decisionmaking in large groups, including randomly breaking down into 
small groups for discussion of proposals, relaying questions for clari-
fication through a spokesperson, regathering as a whole to see what 
issues of disagreement had emerged, and continuing this cycle until 
consensus was reached. The Handbook suggested that representing con-
flicting opinions in the small groups would enable a full discussion to 
take place. 

THE FLAG ISSUE 

Within the context of this decisionmaking procedure, women of the 
encampment conducted their everyday communal life. Many members 
were familiar with the procedure and its flow and brought innovative 
features to its use, such as when raising her hand to be recognized to 
speak, a woman would indicate, by raising one finger, that she wanted 
to make a point about process and, by raising two fingers, that she 
wanted to address the issue under discussion. Of those women who 
were unfamiliar with consensus, many made great efforts to learn and 
use it; others who were unaware of the process, and who did not read 
the Handbook, operated in a variety of decisionmaking modes. Very early 
in the summer, however, the decisionmaking process was tested in a 
unity-defying case known far and wide as "the flag issue." Before the 
opening ceremonies on July 4, a local man offered to give a U.S. flag 
to the camp to be flown in some conspicuous location—similar to the 
displaying of flags throughout the local village and town. This man's 
motivation was questioned but quickly became irrelevant as the camp 
began to deal with a decision about whether to fly the flag. This decision 
revealed the camp's underlying philosophy regarding such basic issues 
as the politics of national versus international governance, the place of 
patriotism, and the role of citizenship. We could hardly have conceived 
of a more volatile or controversial issue, yet no one had anticipated 
either the immediate explosive emotional and political response or the 
endlessly negative repercussions to the camp both internally and ex-
ternally. 

Time to theorize leisurely about the issue did not exist; a decision 
had to be made. Being in a practice setting meant that action was 
required, whether the participants were sure what they did was "correct" 
and "consistent with our theory" or not. Many hours of discussion by 
a huge group of women led to the development of a new process by 
which debate was delegated to small subgroups representing the two 
basic positions, with a third subgroup of women who saw both sides 
and could attend to the process needs of the ongoing discussion group. 
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Through this process a solution was reached that incorporated both 
sides of the debate—all women were encouraged to make flags from 
all nations, including the United States, not to exceed the size of a 
pillowcase. These flags could then be carried in marches and be flown, 
en masse, from "clotheslines" tied among the many trees on the front 
lawn of the camp. I remember seeing a friend of mine from Sweden 
as she sat among many U.S. women in the backyard on the day of the 
opening of the camp joining in the creation of colorful communication 
of the unified spirit of the day. This decision also inspired some women 
to spend long hours during the next month creating a fantastically 
beautiful set of flags of all nations, which were carried in the mass 
march on August 1. 

The women did not have the luxury of stopping everything they were 
doing to deal with this crisis. When the whole group could not come 
to consensus, another way to carry on the process had to he found in 
order to free up most of the women to continue the ongoing maintenance 
of camp life. This situation produced an innovative solution." Resolutions 
in form (creation of a new process) and in content (decision about a 
specific substantive issue) were arrived at as a matter of necessity. This 
necessity pressured the group with a time limit within which to sort 
out the pros and cons of the position and produced a process that 
allowed women to enlarge their understanding and to take new positions. 

The flag experience brought everyone close together by succeeding 
at reaching a solution that represented a new view of the issue itself 
(that is, the U.S. role in the worldwide arms race and commitment to 
global citizenship) and by developing and learning to use a new de-
cisionmaking technique, to conceive a new possibility. The group also 
was able to take this initiative action on its own terms instead of reacting 
to external demands (for example, fear of social disapproval and reprisal 
in the local area). Unfortunately, the media either did not, or chose not, 
to understand this resolution and continued to sensationalize the issue 
by saying the women refused to fly the U.S. flag. This, of course, fed 
local citizens' beliefs that we were all Communists and thickly in cahoots 
with the USSR.19  Because of this public view of "the flag issue," a great 
deal of energy was expended on a continuing basis, both internally and 
externally, to clarify the decision and action. 

PROBLEMS WITH THE PROCESS 

Although there was a commitment to open decisionmaking by those 
present at the time as a basic ideological and practical tenet, several 
events brought out the feeling that it somehow seemed wrong for 
whomever happened to be passing through, many for very short periods  

of time, to determine the fundamental philosophy of the camp or to set 
precedents that could quickly drain the at-that-time meager and uncertain 
coffers. 

At one time a woman, traveling in her car near the camp, was stopped 
by the police for some reason. She was taken to jail because she could 
not immediately produce the proper vehicular documents. It seemed a 
clear case of harassment of a peace camp member by local authorities. 
Women at the camp at the time, notified by the camp crier, immediately 
called a meeting and decided they wanted to provide her with bail 
money. In this urgent situation, in which no policy existed, the question 
of accountability between individuals and the peace camp quickly spilled 
over into debate about taking responsibility for our sisters, declarations 
about commitment to sisterhood, and the real implications of the peace 
camp. 

Around the same time, some women from the camp were arrested 
for nudity at a local public beach. this occasioned another emergency 
need for bail money and another discussion about camp policy on 
individual-organizational accountability. As far as I know, both emergency 
situations were resolved by taking up collections from those women 
present at the time. But this resolution allowed the structural and process 
questions raised to remain unresolved. 

BIRTH OF THE PROCESS WEB 

As a result of incidents such as these, which arose frequently, a new 
work group was formed called the process web. This web's job was to 
figure out how to address the various questions raised during the operation 
of the camp. The process web constructed the decisionmaking flowcharts 
in Figures 13.1 and 13.2. These can be useful as documentation of the 
developing camp governance system. The development of the process 
web started during a long meeting during the week directly following 
the opening of the came and was in effect as early as July 22, 1983. 
Although there is no date on these charts, I was at the camp at least 
twice weekly during that period and first saw them on the pavillion 
bulletin board on August 26, 1983. 

Figure 13.1 indicates who made which decisions as well as what the 
entire structure of the operation looked like. This figure includes who 
was involved at what level and an identification of off-land components. 
Questions/issues that arose were decided by those units of participation 
directly affected (A-F). With the exception of nonemergency hiring and 
firing and nonemergency long-term policy, all other decisions were made 
either by camp participants only or, as in the case of policy additions 
and deletions, in combination with the regional extended-family meeting. 
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According to the figure, with the exception of the gray area, no resolution 
was advanced as to who would make emergency decisions, whether day 
to day or long term. An apparent resolution about the issues described 
previously, however, does appear in the figure; that is, the general meeting 
(B) was designated as the appropriate unit to make "daily decisions" 
about day-to-day, nitty gritty philosophy and behavior. This resolved 

CREATION OF NEW WORK WEBS 

O 
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the conflict between those women at the camp for short periods, who 
believed in their right to be involved in decisions that affected the camp's 
attitudes or philosophical position, and those women who either were 
involved in the planning and the original vision or who were involved 
as long-term residents. 

Unfortunately, although the figure identifies the individual woman as 
a camp unit (E), it fails to include information as to when the individual 
(E) decides anything on her own.21 According to the figure, as deci-
sionmakers women were a collective presence, not individuals. A curious 
omission in the designation of participating units is the affinity group, 
especially given that it was an integral part of the structure of ongoing 
life at the camp, indeed, even the basic unit of many direct actions. 
These characteristics indicate that the conception of the camp as a whole 
unit, with centralized administrative responsibility for overall manage-
ment, set the scene for participants to relate to its maintenance as 
individuals but to relate to its decisionmaking processes as members of 
groups. The only exception to this shown in the figure is the staff. For 
example, women joined workshops or work webs as individuals. Women 
could Join actions, however, as individuals or as members of affinity 
groups. 

An interesting example of another kind of participating unit, which 
didn't occur often but could be built on in the future, was the large 
preorganized group, such as the one hundred plus women and children 
who came together from Minnesota. This group came for a week prepared 
to fit into the camp's structure on three levels: as individuals, who could 
choose to attend workshops of their choice, to sign up for work webs, 
and so on; as affinity group members, who had actions planned for 
small units as well as actions planned in which they hoped all women 
at the camp would join; and as a total unit, as the women from Minnesota 
who came to share, to learn, and to return home to enrich their local 
struggle with Seneca experience. They created a women's peace camp 
on the doorstep of Sperry Rand. 

FINANCIAL DECISIONMAKING 

Figure 13.1 indicates that the decisionmaking body with the broadest 
powers was the camp general meeting, with full authority in the area 
of day-to-day life, including philosophy and behavior (except work plans) 
and emergency hiring and firing, plus potential for policy additions and 
deletions. The figure does not, however, address situations in which 
such questions were connected to finances. One issue in which philosophy 
and finance frequently converged in general meetings was that of support 
for Greenham. I remember several times when women visiting from 

Greenham spoke of the situation there and asked for money to be sent 
in support. Sometimes a can would be passed around immediately, and 
sometimes there would be discussion about formalizing some way to 
send money from "the camp." Usually there was confusion in such 
discussion because those who did not know about the financial structure 
of the camp wanted just to decide in the present group meeting to 
authorize money to be sent to the sisters who inspired us. Attempts at 
explaining financial decisionmaking were often received in such group 
discussions as anti-Greenham or as evidence of bureaucratic, male, 
establishment ways of operating. 

According to Figure 13.2, financial decisions followed a pattern of 
their own. Allocated funds (by whom was not mentioned) were auto-
matically dispersed by a designated staff person. She, together with web 
workers or other staff, could also decide to spend "nitty gritty & small 
$" from nonallocated funds. Although the existence of "or" in several 
connecting links lent some uncertainty, it appears that the only other 
financial decisions made on the land were about other nonallocated 
funds decided either by the finance web or that web plus another work 
web and/or staff person. All other financial decisions about non-allocated 
funds were made by women in the Regional Finance Committee, the 
members of which might or might not be on the land at any given 
time, or by meetings of the Regional Extended Family, which were 
generally held on the land on a frequent but not regular basis during 
summer 1983. 

This connection of philosophy and finance, as for example in the 
entry "new idea, huge $, questionable," was the volatile combination 
that produced the debate about whether the encampment should continue 
after summer 1983. The philosophy question in that debate had to do 
with vision and purpose, and the finance question had to do with what 
should be done with a rather large balance that came in toward the 
end of summer, mainly from the thousands of women who had come 
to the camp. 

The Impact of Decision Process on Organization 
Although processes that evolved from decisionmaking during the summer 
were sorely tested in a seemingly endless number of marathon meetings 
held throughout the Northeast that fall, I think one methodological result 
of this effort overshadows all others: that in an organizing effort, the 
final product (the organization), if it survives, will almost certainly be 
determined by its initial conception. Many organizers, of course, pur-
posefully manipulate various activities, people, and stages of the or-
ganizing effort to accomplish precisely that goal. This did not happen 
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in the WEFFPJ. What was visioned and indeed occurred was a summer 
during which hundreds of women with many and varied resources to 
share came from many places to the Seneca Women's Peace Camp to 
confront the military and to explore living together in new ways. 

As summer ended, the focus shifted to a winter of very few women 
surviving through hard, frigid months with no indoor plumbing and 
an ever-hungry wood stove, while struggling to reconceptualize the 
purpose and meaning of the effort. Off-land women within driving 
distance offered definite, but sporadic, participation and support. I think 
this defiance of organizing dogma was a result of the camp's original 
and absolute commitment to open decisionmaking within a nonhier-
archical, purposefully pluralist structure. Generally speaking, those women 
who were involved very early on, in the planning and early stages of 
fundraising and implementation, many of whom had commitments 
requiring them to leave the land by September, were more likely to he 
in favor of closing the camp as it had evolved to that point, a generally 
undisputed "success." Because their vision was rooted in an open 
decisionmaking process, however, they did not have control of that 
decision. In addition, a contradiction inherent in this position was their 
early decision to sow the seed of permanence through purchase of the 
land. 

Other women, who had become involved as participants on the land 
and who were free and willing to stay on through the winter in a very 
different sort of atmosphere, believed the camp should continue to evolve 
its purpose by remaining open, although no one at that time quite knew 
what that would mean. But only a few short months before, no one 
knew what an ongoing demonstration, a permanent protest throughout 
a whole summer in camp form would mean either. Consensus deci-
sionmaking required a resolution that reflected basic agreement of all 
participants. 

The actual resolution was a compromise that included philosophy 
and finances. The primary share of the unexpended balance of money 
was allocated to be redistributed to other peace groups, some of which 
had helped to raise the money in the first place; and the land, plus a 
small share of the unexpended balance to be used primarily in improving 
the house and establishing a fund for land taxes, was allocated to continue 
the camp. One result was, in effect, a "withdrawing from the group" 
by many long-term participants, especially those from the large cities 
and geographically distant areas, from the ongoing camp. 

Another contradiction to established organizing experience about the 
camp regarded the notion that organizations tend to get more bureaucratic 
the longer they exist. The apparent lack of structure and plan for the 
winter's activities and beyond, and the philosophy and lifestyles of the  

women who were free and willing to stay on, which tended more toward 
anarchism and cultural feminiSM, were in fact part of the problem for 
those who questioned the continuation of the camp. 

Conclusion 

The development of the governance system at Seneca during its first 
summer of operation represented an exciting social experiment. Its 
moments of triumph were interspersed with moments of frustration, 
doubt, and disillusion, but although difficult, and at times even coun-
terproductive, as a living critique of group and community governance, 
the Seneca camp was a harbinger of something new. The WEFFPJ was 
clearly a contributor to the emerging outlines of what constitutes com-
monality in feminist practice. In a women-only context, the camp tests 
such features as: 

• Nonhierarchical governing structure—to move away from the 
domination/subjugation mode but not into the "tyranny of 
structurelessness"22  

• Consensus decisionmaking—to embody the values of every 
woman's life experience, understanding, and expectation of 
commitment to group decisions 

• Commitment to struggle with alternative modes and processes—
to insist on openness to dynamic development through 
incorporation of "unplanned" activities and major decisions by 
open participation 

• Intentional seeking of diversity and difference—to see diversity 
and difference as essential components from which to derive an 
inclusive understanding of women's lives as well as to enrich our 
experience and knowledge 

• Establishment of a specific practice site—to struggle with 
philosophical and practical issues of on-land/off-land relations in 
a practice setting 

Epilogue: June 1988 
The women of Seneca in 1983 set external and internal goals for their 
work. They intended to confront the U.S. military about its Euromissile 
policy and to create an alternative way to live based on women's 
experience. Certainly Seneca women confronted the military. Many will 
claim that Seneca, as a part of the peace movement worldwide, played 
a part leading to the signing of the Intermediate-range Nuclear Forces 
Treaty. Certainly, Seneca women created an alternative way to live based 
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on women's experience. It wasn't smooth, it wasn't easy, and it was 
only occasionally perfect. In a woman-only context of ever-shifting, often 
threatening, unfamiliar reality, we struggled to construct a governance 
system of respected policies, nonhierarchical structures, and open 
processes through which decisions were made, community work got done, 
and the military was constantly confronted in a variety of creative and 
often surprising and joyous ways. We laughed and we wept; we mourned 
and we cheered. We all learned, got angry, grew, and were frightened, 
exhausted, and exhilarated. 

Women will recognize this as a somewhat exaggerated version of the 
wholeness of our ordinary existence. I think that Seneca's heightened  
experience tapped into this level of women's commonality. Experiencing 
this commonness under unusual circumstances, including explicit committed  
mitment to the overriding' goals of woman-only community and peace, 
created time and space to explore, accept, and even love the differences 
that normally divide us. Can we take Seneca's experience into whatever 
situation we face? Seneca itself continues to be an example. The women 
of Seneca of 1988, out of the media focus, unheralded by big names, 
continue to do important work, not only by building women's community 
for action at a specific military site but also by communicating information 
about interconnected injustices • to a large network of women in the 
United States and abroad and to other peace and justice organizations. 
The governance system that was treated in 1983, although adapted to 
changes in the situation continues to be the framework for this ongoing 
demonstration of US women's peace activism.23  

•  
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