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Early years of the International Conference 
of Women Engineers and Scientists: Shaping 

transnational collaboration in the  
Cold War era, 1964–​1975

Emily Rees Koerner and Graeme Gooday

Gone were the many diverse people from all corners of the world. Now, we 
were a Conference.

Ruth Schafer, The Conference Story: Recollections of the First International 
Conference of Women Engineers and Scientists, June 1964.1

It is also important that our conference is held in Poland, a socialist country. 
It justifies the need for international cooperation among countries of different 
social and economic systems.

Maria Milczarek, welcoming address at the fourth ICWES, 1975.2

Introduction

In studying women’s role in the history of twentieth-​century science, we 
cannot limit our scope to either the abstract academic or fundamental natu-
ral sciences, or to just the familiar countries of our own origins. This paper 
examines instead the historical value of seeking out women’s roles in the 
important intersection between the more practical sciences and the world-​
building profession of engineering within a transnational context. As we 
have argued elsewhere, this domain of useful techno-​sciences was both less 
exclusionary of women and manifested the kinds of transnational collabo-
ration previously seen in women’s peace movements of the early twentieth 
century.3 In this chapter, we go further to explore –​ as the above quota-
tions indicate –​ how such collaborations could cross all the extreme politi-
cal polarities of the Cold War: from the military–​industrial complex of the 
capitalist USA, to the socialist domains of the Soviet bloc that emerged from 
the ashes of World War II.4
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126 Negotiating in/visibility

So how did women in engineering and science collaborate across bor-
ders in the second half of the twentieth century? As previously discussed by 
Gooday and Rees Koerner, one of the most distinct modes of this kind of 
collaboration was –​ and continues to be –​ the International Conference of 
Women Engineers and Scientists (ICWES), an ongoing international gather-
ing to discuss contemporary issues in the fields of engineering and applied 
science, and the promotion of women’s place within them.5 Instigated by the 
USA’s Society of Women Engineers (SWE), the conference first took place in 
1964, where nearly 500 women with backgrounds in science and engineer-
ing, from around thirty-​five countries across the world, came together in 
New York.6 Although not originally envisaged by the USA hosts as a trans-
national series, since 1964, a total of eighteen meetings have been held in 
different continents every three to four years, with attendees from multiple 
countries, constituting a crucial meeting point for women in engineering and 
applied science.7 Yet only a small amount of academic attention has been 
paid to either the initial formation or the long-​term continuation of these 
conferences, despite their status as exemplars of transnational collaboration 
and science and engineering diplomacy led by women during the Cold War.8

This chapter examines the first four conferences held in New York, 
USA, in 1964; Cambridge, UK, in 1967; Turin, Italy, in 1971; and Krakow, 
Poland, in 1975 –​ the largest of the four gatherings, with 600 (mostly Polish) 
attendees.9 These spanned what has too often been over-​simplistically rep-
resented as the ‘Iron Curtain’ to demonstrate women’s peaceful and pro-
ductive collaboration during the most intense Cold War competitions over 
nuclear arms and Space Race technology. Specifically, we suggest that it 
was by the third and fourth meetings that the three characteristic themes of 
ICWES meetings were established: i) the enhancement of women’s position 
in science and technology; ii) the deployment of engineering and applied 
science to promote equality and well-​being in all nations, especially for food 
supply and infrastructure; and iii) an initial welcome that highlighted the 
host nation’s accomplishments on these first two points, and sponsorship by 
leading political figures and national industries.

On average, women from thirty different countries attended each of the 
first four conferences, although which thirty countries participated varied 
with each meeting: South American nations were most visible in ICWES 1 
(USA); African nations were first apparent at ICWES 2 (UK); and only at 
ICWES 4 (Poland) was there broad participation from Eastern European 
nations, with the USA constituency (44 attendees) for the first time overshad-
owed by a large majority of native (Polish) participants (423 attendees).10 
Given such variation of constituencies between meetings, we cannot glibly 
describe their geographical scope as global. Yet these meetings certainly 
brought into dialogue a multiplicity of national perspectives on women’s 
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prerogatives in engineering and applied science, guided by the overarching 
goals mentioned above. They thus bring more explicitly into relief the cul-
tural variations of women’s standing in STEMM than previous nationally 
focused stories.11 Our aim is to analyse the first four ICWES conferences as 
an example for how we can situate such national histories in both local and 
global contexts.12

This chapter will show how the organization and running of those first 
four ICWES meetings relied not just on the host nation’s resources but 
both on transnational cooperation and, especially from the second meeting 
onwards, the enabling impetus of individual women (e.g., Ira Rischowski). 
Specifically, we show that the planning and programming of successive 
meetings relied on the national-​level organizations for women in science 
and engineering most prominently in eight countries: Brazil, France, Italy, 
Japan, the Philippines, Poland, the UK and the USA. This transnational net-
working became an integrative mechanism for the continuation of the con-
ferences in the Cold War context, until it was succeeded in 2002 by a new 
oversight organization: the International Network of Women Engineers and 
Scientists, which was set up (in Canada) to manage future ICWES gather-
ings. While our chapter does not take the ICWES story into the twenty-​first 
century, nor does it cover the entire Cold War period, it certainly follows 
recent scholarly trends in challenging the dichotomous ‘Iron Curtain’ dis-
course, to show that ICWES enabled more free exchange of STEMM knowl-
edge between ‘East’ and ‘West’ than in the fraught espionage-​prone domains 
of nuclear weaponry and space rocketry.13

Finally, we argue below that ICWES’s aims of peace and progress, as well 
as its focus on women as professionals, situated ICWES within a broader 
historical trend for women’s organizations to pursue irenic goals, such as the 
Woman’s International League for Peace and Freedom, which was founded 
in 1915.14 And in more concrete ways, we can note that the early ICWES 
conferences made ties with other comparable global women’s learned organ-
izations, such as the International Federation of University Women (IFUW), 
founded in 1919; indeed representatives from the International Federation 
of Business and Professional Women and the International Council of 
Women attended the first four ICWES conferences. Alliances between inter-
national women’s organizations were thus a crucial part of ICWES’s history; 
it cannot be told as a story of ICWES emerging as if in isolation.

It is important to emphasize that many of the national organizations 
active in peacefully sustaining ICWES –​ such as SWE and the UK’s Women’s 
Engineering Society (WES) –​ were created for women in engineering rather 
than scientists. Yet since histories of women in engineering are often mar-
ginalized in favour of women scientists (or elided in histories of science 
without proper demarcation), another key mode of collaboration that we 
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128 Negotiating in/visibility

consider is that between scientists and engineers, extending the work carried 
out by the national networks of women STEMM practitioners that emerged 
in the early to mid-​twentieth century.15 As we have explored elsewhere, it is 
in the arenas of engineering and applied science that evidence of the labour 
of women –​ and, more specifically, women of colour –​ can be more readily 
found, thus making it all the more important to remedy this marginalization 
within the scholarship.16

In that regard the ICWES meetings are particularly revealing; while 
ICWES 1 (USA) was established to look at the deficit of women engineers and 
scientists in Western nations in particular, it was clear at ICWES 4 (Poland) 
that the Eastern European socialist/​communist nations sought to represent 
themselves as having ‘solved’ the challenge of recruiting and sustaining 
women in STEMM through their rigorous socialist principles of work-
place gender equity and collective childcare. Thus, while the agenda of the  
first meeting was initially set by the USA’s Society of Women Engineers, 
the character and prerogatives of ICWES gatherings developed a pattern by  
the Polish meeting of 1975 showing how nation-​specific agendas of techno-
science could nevertheless be harmonized into a broader statement of wom-
en’s understated role in technoscience, without any single Cold War nation 
or ideology being dominant –​ exemplified by the fact that the USA conceded 
its early steering of ICWES to a politically heterogeneous alliance of nations.

Responding to the Soviet Union: The first ICWES  
in New York, USA, 1964

The first ICWES in 1964 was hosted by the USA’s Society of Women 
Engineers at a historical juncture when more women than ever before, in 
a range of different countries, were entering into the fields of engineering 
and applied science. As Laura Puaca’s work has shown, one key context for 
this recognized by SWE was women’s extensive participation in communist 
Russia: by 1963, 30 per cent of the Soviet Union’s engineers were women, an 
order of magnitude greater than most Western nations.17 And in that same 
year, Russia’s first female astronaut, the engineer Valentina Tereshkova, 
demonstrated that communist technocracy could extend women’s preroga-
tives beyond the Earth’s surface too (continuing the USSR’s startling lead in 
the 1957 launch of Sputnik, the world’s first artificial satellite).18 Although 
the proportion of women was still relatively low in Western nations, both 
that Cold War context and the processes of decolonization and modern 
industrialization brought opportunities for women’s training and education, 
as well as initiatives to change the perception of which careers were open to 
women.19 From a variety of causes, the second half of the twentieth century 
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saw a growing need for trained engineers and scientists to assist in the (re-​)
building of many different nations. This ranged from the provision of basic 
infrastructure pertaining to water and electricity to the building of rockets 
to be sent into space.20

Where there were difficulties in recruiting men to engineering positions, 
women were called upon to fill the skills gaps. In many countries there were 
recruitment drives to get more girls and women into training programmes 
in these fields to create workforces fit for national needs. The Cold War con-
text certainly galvanized more activity: Puaca has argued that SWE actively 
capitalized upon associated ‘emergency mentalities’ to engage more govern-
ment organizations and educational authorities in their quest for the US 
government to encourage more girls and women into engineering.21 And 
thus it is no surprise that the US president actively welcomed the first ICWES 
gathering in 1964 (see below). Despite such drives, however, the reality of 
discrimination faced by women who aspired to be astronauts and engineers 
in NASA has been documented by Marie Lathers, while the invisibility of 
the African American women employed by NASA in crucial calculations 
of rocket trajectories has been brought to prominence in the popular book 
Hidden Figures: The American Dream and the Untold Story of the Black 
Women Who Helped Win the Space Race.22 While it was the Space Race 
with the USSR which prompted this less-​visible form of technocratic inclu-
sivity in the USA, neither the Space Race nor the internal US politics of race 
were mentioned at ICWES 1. As will become apparent, it was left instead 
to the communist countries participating in ICWES meetings to highlight 
their more developed capacity to educate, equip and enrol women for roles 
in engineering and applied science, with British commonwealth initiatives to 
support women’s training in former African and Indian colonies relatively 
modest by comparison.23

Having only previously held national conferences for women engineers 
in the USA since its foundation in 1950, it is within this multifaceted global 
context of growing women’s participation that SWE’s leaders decided to 
hold an international conference for women engineers and scientists in 
1964.24 At a time when new hard Cold War and post-​imperial borders 
were being enacted and new forms of national sovereignty re-​established 
for many countries, it is noteworthy that the ICWES 1 organizers aligned 
this event with the growing irenic culture of internationalism; subsequent 
organizers continued this focus on cross-​cultural exchange by holding the 
fourth conference in Poland in 1975, a then-​communist-​run country behind 
the so-​called Iron Curtain.25

The date of the first ICWES was chosen by SWE to coincide with an event 
far from the hostilities of the Cold War: the 1964 World Fair in New York. 
Ruth Schafer, the chair of the first ICWES, later wrote that the aims of the 
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130 Negotiating in/visibility

conference spoke to a USA-​centric modus operandi: the organizers ‘wanted 
to further the aims of the SWE’ by alerting ‘guidance counsellors, educators, 
and the public’ of the imperative to encourage women into engineering. 
And to do so SWE revealingly now had ‘to learn from the International 
Delegates’ what conditions in their own countries had provided ‘an encour-
aging atmosphere for women to obtain and use technical educations’.26 As 
then-​President of the USA Lyndon B. Johnson echoed in his telegram to 
the conference, printed at the start of the proceedings, the USA had ‘lagged 
behind many European countries in its utilization of the abilities of women in 
the professional fields, particularly scientific research, engineering, law and 
medicine’.27 This patriotic ‘utilization’ rhetoric to recruiting skilled labour 
helped to ensure that the SWE conference organizers received funding from 
both government organizations and businesses. Funding for ICWES 1 was 
provided by the National Science Foundation, the USA’s Asia Foundation 
and the Engineers Joint Council, among others.28

To challenge the conservative gender norms of 1960s America, the con-
ference had to be recognized by ‘high-​level representations from the United 
States Government, the state of New York and the city of New York’.29 
Thereafter, it was common for high-​ranking figures from government to 
provide an opening speech at ICWES meetings or to attend parts of the 
conference, as in the case of the third conference in Italy, where the under-
secretary to the Ministry of Public Works attended the final part, while gov-
ernment representatives were present in Poland too.30 Such appeals to the 
bastions of traditional institutions of governance show the ICWES 1 organ-
izers’ wish for the conference to sit within the mainstream. This is a contrast 
perhaps to the newly emerging Women’s Liberation Movement in the USA, 
which came to be associated with second-​wave feminism, which often took 
a more grassroots approach.

Such overtly feminist campaigning is rarely visible in the publicly accessi-
ble records of the ICWES meetings. Indeed, the only exception we have thus 
far located is Rita Levi-​Montalcini’s paper to ICWES 3 (Turin, 1971) on 
‘Women scientists and the Women’s Liberation Movement’. On that occa-
sion this Jewish Italian erstwhile refugee from fascist persecution in World 
War II outlined what she saw as the ‘depressing’ persistence of sexist bias 
against women’s participation in STEMM. The most successful female prac-
titioners had declared to her their ‘total indifference and almost annoyance’ 
towards the Women’s Liberation Movement, claiming that they had never 
suffered ‘discrimination’, and thus shunned any radical moves to eliminate 
sex discrimination in science.31 Nevertheless, it was thus very revealing that 
a subsequent male speaker at the same conference session, the Italian under-
secretary of the Ministry of Public Works, Vincenzo Rosso, felt compelled to 
conclude his account of the importance of female emancipation for human 
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progress with a stark warning to ‘women against being dragged away into 
extreme movements which can often lead to a fierce feminism’.32

Still, it is important to note that in the 1960s and 1970s even the act of 
holding a conference dedicated to women in science and engineering could 
be read by those attending as a radical act, since at the time such spaces 
primarily dedicated to discussion of women’s agency and achievements in 
STEMM were rare. This is a point highlighted in a post-​conference article 
in The Woman Engineer reporting on the third ICWES in Turin, 1971: ‘This 
conference was attended by delegates from more than 30 nations from all 
over the world: nothing unusual for an international congress except that 
nearly all these delegates were women, highly qualified in some branch of 
science and technology.’33

Another relevant point to remark on is that the context of the women’s 
movement/​third-​wave feminism is only broadly applicable in certain coun-
tries, with other countries undergoing their own transformations in terms of 
gender relations and gender in the workplace. ICWES’s international nature 
perhaps made it a forum for discussion and comparison, rather than a plat-
form for one version of feminism. This is particularly relevant for the fourth 
ICWES, held in socialist Poland in 1975, where organizers were keen to 
emphasize that equal opportunities for women were embedded within the 
country’s governing principles, as will be explored in more detail in a later 
section.

Continuing the conference: The second ICWES  
in Cambridge, UK, 1967

Despite the importance of the first ICWES for initiating and laying the pat-
tern for future conferences, SWE did not, in fact, initially conceive of it as 
the beginning of an international series of conferences, rather as a one-​off 
gathering. Reports at the time suggest that the idea for a second confer-
ence was only born during the first conference, with delegates from the UK 
offering to host the next gathering. As Ruth Schafer later reported, several 
days into the evidently successful first conference there was ‘eager whisper-
ing’ about possible future developments. Several ‘enthusiastic people’ were 
already asking, ‘When and where will there be a Second Conference, Ruth?’ 
Her invariable answer was, ‘Patience, let’s have this one first.’ But towards 
the end of the conference, as the Friday lunch neared, such tension could 
be contained no longer: ‘Isabel Hardwich, bless her, grabbed the mike and 
shouted, “You’re all invited to England in’ 67.” Pandemonium!’34

In contrast to the initial US-​centric aims of the conference’s begin-
nings, the planning notes for the second conference, which was organized 
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132 Negotiating in/visibility

primarily by the UK’s Women’s Engineering Society (WES), showed a more 
overtly internationalist approach: ‘By holding another conference within 
such a comparatively short time, it is anticipated that a genuine interna-
tional movement among women engineers may be set in motion’ and ‘as an 
isolated occurrence this [ICWES] could pass away and no more need have 
been heard, but, as the beginning of a movement, its effect could be continu-
ing’.35 The commitment of the WES delegates to hold a second conference 
meant that an International Continuing Committee with ten area represent-
atives was formed to decide where later conferences would take place.36 The 
proceedings from the first four conferences document the countries that put 
themselves forward to host the subsequent meeting, which were then voted 
on by country representatives, deciding the outcome of the location.

WES’s ability to lead a second conference was, arguably, not surprising. 
As one of the older organizations committed to women and engineering –​ it 
was founded in 1919 –​ it was also, always, an outward-​looking organization, 
with members from around the world and frequent reports from overseas 
about women in engineering.37 Indeed, one of the key members of the second 
ICWES organization committee was German Jewish refugee Ira Rischowski, 
who found her home in the UK and in WES after she fled Nazi Germany 
in the 1930s. Furthermore, the second conference was better attended by 
women engineers and scientists from African nations: at ICWES 1, only 
Morocco, until 1956 a French colony, had been represented among African 
countries. Largely due to the persistence of Commonwealth-​based links, fol-
lowing the independence of several nations from British colonial rule, many 
more were in attendance at ICWES 2: Ghanaian zoologist Leticia Obeng, 
Ugandan mechanical engineer Miriam Muwanga and Nigerian physicists 
Ebun Adegbohungbe and Deborah Ajakaiye were all listed as delegates and 
speakers, offering their perspectives on their work in their respective coun-
tries. The ICWES meeting in Cambridge could well be viewed as a mode of 
post-​Empire diplomatic relations between Britain and the Commonwealth, 
and it is notable that all these women had received part of their educations 
at British universities, marking a further point of interaction between the 
former colonies and Britain in the form of educational exchange.

Broadening the management of ICWES

While it may seem that SWE and WES –​ two well-​established organizations 
for women in engineering from then-​leading global powers –​ dominated the 
early history of ICWES, this did not last. In fact, the subsequent ICWES pro-
ceedings and other documents show that the continuity and success of the 
conference depended upon the participation of several other organizations 
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from around the world in ways that gradually shifted control of ICWES 
away from SWE and WES. The organization of the first two ICWES meetings 
did indeed require close cooperation with national organizations across the 
globe, including le Cercle d’études des femmes ingénieurs de l’Association 
des Françaises diplômées des universités, the Society of Japanese Women 
Scientists and the Women Chemical Engineers of the Philippines.

The transnational ICWES Continuing Committee scrutinized a range of 
bids after each conference on who might run the next international gather-
ing in three or five years’ time. Each ICWES meeting was then run by the 
successful host country’s national organization for women in engineering 
and/​or science. For example, the Associazione Italiana Donne Ingegneri e 
Architetti (AIDIA) took over the running of the third conference in Turin, 
Italy, while the Central Technical Organization (NOT) and the National 
Council of Polish Women managed the fourth conference in Krakow, Poland. 
The proceedings from the third conference in Italy indicate that there were 
fourteen national organizations represented, from Brazil, France, Germany, 
Greece, India, Italy, Japan, Mexico, Poland, Portugal, Switzerland, the UK, 
the USA and the USSR. The transnational nature of ICWES appears to have 
depended upon the collaboration of various national organizations, each 
of which brought its own representation and national perspective into dia-
logue with its counterparts from around the world.38

Such collaboration was not only transnational but also interdiscipli-
nary. While women’s organizations for engineers were more prevalent, the 
ICWES meetings were also a place where women from across engineering 
and scientific fields –​ and their various organizations –​ came together. As 
noted in the introduction, engineering and applied science were the focus of 
ICWES gatherings, not the abstract and typically theoretical ‘pure science’ 
long privileged within histories of science. Indeed, the practical forms of 
‘applied science’ are often where the work of women and other marginalized 
groups was typically called upon by the industrial or industrializing states, 
as evidenced at early ICWES meetings.39 Unlike international initiatives in, 
for example, high-​energy physics, that had no direct humanitarian applica-
tions,40 the transcultural, discursive world of ICWES centred on creating 
and sharing knowledge that would be directly useful for human well-​being.

Formulating long-​term ICWES goals for peace:  
ICWES 3 and 4

Having been established as a conference over the eleven years covering the 
first four meetings, how did the leaders of the ICWES gatherings arrive at 
some continuing long-​term goals for it? To some extent, the first conference 
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in the USA set the internationalist tone; whereas Ruth Schafer privately 
focused on SWE’s inward-​looking motives, the SWE president in 1964, 
Aileen Cavanagh, offered a more global approach to focusing the work of 
male and female engineers and scientists on the ‘future needs of humanity’. 
Alluding to the Space Race and projects of global exploitation so obviously 
shunned at ICWES 1, Cavanagh noted that while some ‘are striving to con-
quer outer space and attempting to unlock the mysteries and vast resources 
of the oceans and the bowels of the earth’, others were taking a very dif-
ferent approach: ICWES’s core constituency was instead ‘working daily to 
nurture the hopeful spirit of life among the world’s people’. It was in that 
vein that Cavanagh argued that ‘technical progress properly applied’ could 
still be a ‘strong force for good’; the goal was to ‘increase human dignity and 
to ease the burdens of hunger, ignorance, and despair’ that afflicted so many 
people throughout the world in the 1960s.41

This tone is then echoed at the subsequent meetings in a variety of ways: in 
the conference proceedings for the first four ICWES meetings certain con-
cepts come to the fore in the opening addresses, illustrating an investment 
in progress, lack of selfishness, public service and an orientation towards a 
better future. In her opening address at the third ICWES in Turin, Italy, in 
1971, for example, the lead organizer Anna Amour contrasted these guiding 
concepts to the (implicit harms of) so-​called technological progress wrought 
in the Space Race and nuclear warfare:

We are here planning for progress, and not just the scientific and technolog-
ical progress which has launched men on the moon or in the infinitesimal 
secrets of the atoms, but a real full progress that will help men and women to 
proceed along the way of civilisation and to eliminate dangers of destruction 
that we are facing because of some imbalanced scientific and technological 
achievements.42

It is interesting to note here Amour’s contrast between perceived successes of 
human ingenuity, such as landing a man on the moon, and the more genuine 
idea of ‘real full progress’; the aim of the conference was not gratuitous scien-
tific and engineering progress but rather a practicable project that could elimi-
nate the pressing global problems of that era. It suggests that they see women 
as able to play a mitigating role against ‘imbalanced scientific and technologi-
cal achievements’ (perhaps largely conducted by men), to achieve something 
different, pertaining to a different model of progress. Similar sentiments were 
repeated at the fourth ICWES in Poland, which was centred on technologi-
cal achievement and the welfare of all nations. The keystone message was 
expressed as ‘the conviction that science and technology should serve man-
kind in satisfying its needs’ and that ‘the contribution of women to the suc-
cessful solution of this problem seems to be of paramount importance’.43
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The proceedings of ICWES 3 cite the final conference resolutions made 
in Turin, stating the now-​developed themes for the conference going for-
ward, marking out the importance of this meeting for the cementing of a 
particular format. This included the two strands ‘planning for progress’ and 
‘women’s professional and family duties’, framing the two main preroga-
tives of what the conferences had thus far and would go on to explore. It 
ends with a pledge from the ‘women engineers and scientists from 32 coun-
tries’ gathered in Turin to ‘dedicate their efforts’ to improving ‘the quality 
of human life’ through ‘the responsible use of scientific and technological 
achievements’, once again reiterating the above message.44

As alluded to earlier, by the third and fourth ICWES meetings, clear 
links also became apparent between ICWES and contemporary conferences 
working towards similar global aims. For example, the third ICWES set its 
resolutions to align with the 1972 Stockholm Conference on the Human 
Environment, while the proceedings of the fourth ICWES make mention of 
the UN’s International Women’s Year in 1975, the World Women Congress 
in Berlin, the World Conference of Women in Mexico and the Conference of 
Security and Peace in Europe (held in Helsinki). With these multiple modes 
of collaboration, the organizers –​ and the organizations involved –​ might 
be seen to be enacting women-​led Cold War science and engineering diplo-
macy, with a clear set of diplomatic principles to advocate for, which, unlike 
more conventional modes of science diplomacy, were not directed by one 
national agenda.45 Ito and Rentetzi, for example, recognize a recent focus 
on the ‘important roles played by non-​governmental actors’ in Cold War 
technoscience.46 As the next section will demonstrate, ICWES’s transna-
tional mode of diplomacy manifested itself in practical ways across Cold 
War divides.

Crossing the ‘Nylon Curtain’ into Poland: ICWES 4

As highlighted in the introduction, ICWES came into being at a time of shift-
ing geopolitical terrain, particularly in light of the Cold War, thus we might 
see these connections to other international organizations and events as one 
of the ways in which the ICWES conference organizers saw the conference 
as situated within a wider global picture. It begs the question, therefore, to 
what extent ICWES was an active response to some of these challenges and 
how they were defined and expressed in the conference discourse. From ana-
lysing the proceedings and other available conference documents, a defin-
ing feature of the ICWES conference discourse appears to be a non-​direct 
approach to politics, what we might instead interpret as diplomacy. There is 
very little mention of contemporary political situations, except in an oblique 
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way, for example, through the mention of poverty, hunger, lack of infra-
structure or non-​specific references to space travel and the potential vagaries 
of technological development when carried out with the wrong intentions.47 
Instead, as already alluded to, there is an emphasis on progress, as well as a 
commitment to peace.

The discourse around peace and progress is noticeably prevalent at the 
fourth ICWES in Poland. As the opening quotation indicates, there was 
a conscious recognition of Poland’s status as a communist nation, and 
the need for cooperation between countries with different economic and 
social systems. In opposition to the hostile rhetoric apparent on both sides 
of the Cold War divide, the president of the Polish Women’s Council, 
Maria Miczarek, called for collaboration and unity. The final words of 
her opening speech quoted the motto of the 1975 International Women’s 
Year: ‘Development–​Progress–​Peace’.48 As suggested in the introduction, 
this speaks to recent research on the Cold War which has argued that there 
was much more exchange between East and West than the hostile rhetoric 
would suggest, leading some scholars to reframe the overly rigid framing of 
the ‘Iron Curtain’ in more porous, flexible terms as the ‘Nylon Curtain’.49 
Concurrently, there was a concerted effort to draw attention to women’s 
established place within the social and working fabric of the country: ‘Polish 
women participated actively in the rebuilding of our country, developing the 
socialist economy, science and culture.’50

We can see her speech as a response to the need expressed by Ruth Schafer 
and Lyndon B. Johnson in 1964 for the USA to learn from other nations 
on how to include more women in engineering and science: Miczarek said 
directly that ‘the participants of the conference will have the opportunity 
to find out for themselves how far we have succeeded in Poland’.51 The 
contrast between Western nations and those under socialist governments in 
Eastern Europe was sharply noted in a report from the fourth ICWES on 
the numbers of women engineers in different countries: it stated that 16 per 
cent of engineers in Poland were women, while in the USSR it was 39 per 
cent, compared to 1–​4 per cent in USA, Canada and the UK.52 Revealingly, 
at ICWES 4, the high importance of women’s participation was brought up 
front to be the first major topic: section 1 of the conference was dedicated 
to ‘contemporary sociological problems of women engineers and scientists’, 
ahead of sections on the environment and transport, nutrition, supply and 
equipment problems, computer science and materials and engineering.

It could be argued that, from ICWES’s outset, the Soviet bloc was keen 
to use the conference as a platform for promoting its socialist egalitarian 
version of progress. At all four of the first conferences there were papers 
from speakers representing the USSR, including from the Soviet Women’s 
Committee, commenting on the USSR’s success in integrating women into 
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engineering and applied science. At the third ICWES, for example, one 
paper focused on how the USSR provides women with the ability to work 
and to be mothers. In contrast to papers from other nations, largely high-
lighting what was preventing women taking part in the professional work-
force, these papers aimed to show other nations what communism could do 
for women.

While many of the statistics and parts of the presentations might have 
held true, it is important to note that the Soviet Women’s Committee was, 
according to the Encyclopedia of Russian Women’s Movements, a ‘govern-
ment mouthpiece’ and ‘propaganda tool’ that was actively involved in inter-
national and regional women’s organizations and conferences to highlight 
women’s success and happiness in the USSR.53 Whether or not women in 
the USSR fully experienced the transformations propounded by such gov-
ernmental mouthpieces has been called into question, with research indicat-
ing that the lived reality of women was at times very far removed from the 
rhetoric.54 Despite the intentions of ICWES to be a non-​political space, there 
is evidence that it, at times, served the political agendas of certain nations, 
something that could bear greater scrutiny in further research.

Conclusion

The wider purpose of ICWES as it reached maturation in the mid-​1970s can 
be found encapsulated in the resolutions formulated at the end of the fourth 
ICWES in Poland:

Despite the fundamental differences in life-​style of the peoples, and despite 
the basic dissimilarity of the actual tasks which are performed under different 
social and political conditions, there are several common, important problems 
to be solved by mankind.

Among these problems are: the prevention of war and, in particular, of world-​
wide nuclear war, the protection of the natural environment, reasonable util-
ization of natural resources, the struggle against starvation, destitution and 
maladies suffered in many parts of the world, the elimination of dispropor-
tional economic and cultural development.

The methods of solving these problems must vary from country to country. 
However, under the conditions of progressive détente and peaceful technical 
knowledge is always in keeping with her human respect for society and we ask 
you to propagate this idea wherever may be. While working for the develop-
ment of her own country, she must also consider the good of all mankind.55

Within the allusions to the Cold War, the message is clear: that nations have 
to work together and that difference can, and should be, for the benefit of all 
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human life. This chapter set out to examine how women in engineering and 
applied science collaborated across borders in the second half of the twen-
tieth century, locating the study in the previously overlooked International 
Conference of Women Engineers and Scientists, positioning the conferences 
as an example of women-​led science and engineering diplomacy.

The conference, though situated within a wider context of women’s 
professional and peace-​oriented organizations, formed something rare in 
its focus on women in the engineering and scientific professions, drawing 
together various national organizations set up during the twentieth cen-
tury to support women in their endeavours in these fields. As we have seen 
against the backdrop of the Cold War, the conference sought –​ albeit within 
a relatively mainstream manner and with the support of traditional bas-
tions of power –​ to champion the role that applied science and technology 
could play in solving the various global issues, including hunger, lack of 
infrastructure and gender inequality. As the chapter has also drawn atten-
tion to, this was a double-​way utilization, with the ‘traditional bastions of 
power’ opportunistically using the conferences as spaces to promote their 
own agendas or learn from other countries how best to tap into women as 
an underused labour resource. However, despite this utilization approach, 
the early conferences’ dominant focus on peace and progress meant that 
they offered an alternative discursive space within the science and engineer-
ing domain, going against an approach to science and engineering that fur-
thered hostile agendas in the form of the Space Race and the production of 
military equipment.

Traces of the geopolitical context are evident in the creation and main
tenance of the first four ICWES meetings. The first conference was managed 
and held in the USA and was defined by a somewhat USA-​centric agenda to 
improve the US’s own practices by learning from others, perhaps to ensure 
that it did not lose competitive edge. The more outward-​looking WES from 
the UK ensured the conference continued for a second time and onwards to 
the current day, but only with the support and cooperation of several other 
national organizations. It was at the third and fourth ICWES meetings, in 
Italy and Poland respectively, that the values and ideals of ICWES were 
formulated, and more alignment with the broader international situation 
is evident. This chapter has highlighted the significance of the fact that the 
fourth ICWES took place in a socialist country, and it has suggested that, as 
a group of women, the ICWES organizers and attendees sought to offer an 
alternative narrative to conflict and division, superseding imposed national-
istic barriers, aligning with other concurrent internationalist efforts happen-
ing in other disciplines/​spheres.

It also became apparent that the alignment of ICWES with governing 
bodies and institutions set it apart from other women-​led movements. Later 
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in the 1960s, and throughout the 1970s, many explicitly feminist organiza-
tions took an active form of protest against the kinds of traditional insti-
tutions that were welcomed at the ICWES gatherings, as these were often 
seen to be the oppressors of women. In this way, ICWES differs from other 
(Western-​led) feminist movements; while it was governed by principles that 
can be understood as feminist –​ furthering the cause of women and promot-
ing their equality –​ it was not an early part of the feminist movements, nor 
did it express its cause in the language of feminism that was developing at 
the time.56 This aligns with Pamela Mack’s contention that ‘the fight for 
equality [in the USA] succeeded in bringing more women into engineering, 
but those women did not bring many feminist ideas with them’.57 Instead, 
the conference and its organizers appear to have chosen a more ‘mainstream’ 
approach, aiming to work with governments and institutions, rather than 
seeking to disrupt, as would become the norm with rallies, sit-​ins, protests 
and marches organized by women as part of the burgeoning civil rights 
movement.

The extent to which the discourse of ICWES matched up to its effects has  
been beyond the scope of this chapter to explore, but questions can be raised 
in this direction: how effective was ICWES as a mode of transnational sci-
ence and engineering diplomacy? There are further questions about the limi-
tations of ICWES, especially in terms of who was and was not included and 
why some countries were more actively involved than others. In its arguably 
traditional approach, could it be said to have served a hegemonic, Western 
agenda, rather than challenging it? Clearly there are other modes of trans-
national collaboration between women in engineering and applied science 
that can be explored alongside ICWES. Further research could, for example, 
look for points of transnational interaction that were not centred in Western 
locus points, as ICWES was, such as those that have been found between 
the USSR and Africa in the field of architecture in the twentieth century.58
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