FAY HONEY KNOPP

August 15, 1918 - August 10, 1995

Loving Pacifist, Feminist, Prison Abolitionist, Sexual Abuse Prevention Pioneer

"It is the heart of life to have a real meeting with another human being."

Fay Honey Knopp pioneered a response to violence (sexual and systemic) informed by her peace and justice advocacy.  She integrated an encompassing spirituality with a belief that people could change themselves and institutions for the better.  Her analysis acknowledged the intertwined nature of individuals with systems and the insight that people most affected by any hurtful situation need a role in any just and lasting resolution.  Her background and her self-identification as a Jewish Quaker pacifist-feminist-activist framed her life and work; her personal virtues of compassion and independence enabled her to see herself in others without sacrificing her commitment to a just and peaceful world.   

Honey was born in 1918 in Bridgeport, Connecticut, to Mollie and Alexander Ajolo Irving.  Her father was a Russian Jewish émigré; he became a dentist in the U.S.  She had older sisters Isabelle [Yolen] and Sylvia [Wittenberg] and a younger brother Leonard [Irving]. 

Honey's considerable sense of independence was striking for a woman of her era.  At an early age, she protested the injustice of the Sacco-Vanzetti trial; at 19, bought a used car without her father's permission, a license, and or knowing how to drive; and later joined and named the Robert Browning Literary and Pornographic Society to discuss books, poetry and politics.  [Interviews with Burton Knopp and Sari Knopp Biklen, 2002.]

Honey was valedictorian of her class at Warren G. Harding High School in Bridgeport, Connecticut, and won membership in the National Honor Society.  Nevertheless, she was unable to accept a scholarship to college because of the diminished finances of her family during the Depression. Her inability to attend college was probably the one regret of her life.  She launched into a career as a buyer for a chain of women's fashion stores in Connecticut. This work connected her with her future husband, Burt, and helped sustain their family until 1964, when she left the fashion field to pursue a full-time career in the peace and social justice movements.  In 1945, Honey and Burt had a daughter, Sari (now a professor at Syracuse University) and, in 1947, a son, Alex (formerly a state senator, survivor of Guillain-Barre syndrome, and now Mayor of Norwalk, CT); they had four grandchildren. 

When Honey joined an American Friends Service Committee Peace Caravan that visited her town in 1939, she was already "a Gandhian pacifist" (she did not formally become a Quaker until 1962).  She traveled to Cuba in 1940, while considering Burt's proposal of marriage.  In Cuba, disease, suffering, and the gap between the rich and the working poor appalled her.  Returning home, she saw Jews being turned away from the U.S. because of the exclusionary quota system.  Told of Hitler's actions in Europe, she identified with the oppressed, "not . . . because I was a Jew . . . but because I was a person, and because they were human beings and deserved the same dignity and justice that all people must have." [From Sari Knopp Biklen, Memorial Service, 1995.]

In the mid-1950's, the Knopps moved to California in connection with their business dealings.  Honey enrolled in a creative writing course at UCLA, met writer Dick and Jeannie Mills and other Quakers, became involved in graduate student organizations, and helped form an International House.  Burt and Honey were musicians and cooks; their home was always a welcoming hotbed of conviviality.  They sang with Burl Ives, Pete Seeger, Odetta, Malvina Reynolds, Alan Lomax, and others (and later, Utah Phillips). 

"To know beyond all knowing that there really was a Light within me . . . a Light that Lighteth all human beings . . ." was how Honey spoke of the spirituality that led her to become a Quaker and infused all of her efforts.  [Plenary Speech, FGC Gathering, 1994.]

During the Vietnam War, Honey was on the Board of the Central Committee for Conscientious Objectors (CCCO) and visited conscientious objectors in prison.  She and Bob Horton--the only two people designated as ministers of record and allowed to visit any federal prison in the country by the Federal Bureau of Prisoners--established Prisoner Visitation and Support (PVS), an ongoing national service organization to federal prisoners.  In federal prisons, she came to recognize the plight of prisoners in general, as well as political prisoners.  [Her extensive correspondence with Daniel and Philip Berrigan and Elizabeth McAlister is in the Cornell University Archives.]

In 1962, Honey was part of a delegation from Women Strike for Peace (WSP) to Geneva, Switzerland, to protest the effects of nuclear bomb testing on children's health.  She was asked to lead a march across the city to the Palais de Nations to meet with and present thousands of names on petitions to the U.S. Ambassador Dean and Soviet Ambassador Zorin to end the testing. "I knew nothing of what I was going to do, how I was going to do it, or how to influence a hundred animated, chatty women speaking many different languages to understand the power of complete silence in our march. . . .  I was completely reliant on and led by the Light and all I did was listen and follow." [Ibid.]
Clarie Collins Harvey invited Honey to Jackson, Mississippi, in 1963, after Medgar Evers' death, to work with Womanpower Unlimited to create an inter-racial dialogue among women. "I went to Jackson, again not knowing what I was going to be doing or how I was going to do it.  What could a white middle class woman do in Jackson, Mississippi in 1964? . . .  The way opened with all the clarity and rightness I had prayed for:  a 'ministry of listening,' primarily to white middle class women in Jackson (particularly women of faith) who were looking for ways to break out of the structures of enforced separatism and who, in the natural flow of my visits, and under the cover of darkness, could meet with like-minded church women in the African-American communities . . . ." [Ibid.]  She participated in "Wednesdays in Mississippi" in 1964, worked with Bayard Rustin, Barbara Barnes, Ruby Davis, and spoke at the Women's Pearl Street Prayer Fellowship.  The Ruleville Freedom Ladies asked her to use her connections with the National Council of Churches and others to help make and market cotton aprons to help support the Mississippi Freedom Democratic movement. 

Also in 1964, she infused new life into the World Peace Study Mission, accompanying Japanese survivors of Hiroshima (Hibakusha) on a tour of the United States ("Good Will Ambassadors").  Honey served as acting head of the New York Regional Office of the American Friends Service Committee (AFSC) in 1965-66; from 1967-72, she coordinated special projects for AFSC's National Peace Education Division in Philadelphia, travelling home on weekends.  One of her special projects was National Action and Research on the Military Industrial Complex (NARMIC).

In 1968 she went to Czechoslovakia to protest the Soviet invasion.  In 1971, she was part of a delegation to the Paris Peace Conference to support a negotiated peace in Vietnam, where she also met with Thich Nhat Hanh.  She worked with Clergy and Laity Concerned about Vietnam (CALCAV), the Council for Unconditional Amnesty for War Resisters, and a National Council of Churches/Department of Justice Incarcerated Veterans' Project.  As part of CALCAV, she, the Rev. William Sloane Coffin, and Louise Ransom publicized the Ransoms' protest in honor of their son who was killed in Vietnam. In a televised move, the Ransoms returned the medals their son had been awarded to the South Vietnamese Embassy, surprising officials and invigorating the anti-war movement. [Interview with Louise Ransom, 2002.]

Honey brought peacemaking, her PVS experiences, analysis and vision to her prison abolition efforts after the Attica uprising in 1971.  In 1976, she and others wrote Instead of Prisons: A Handbook for Abolitionists (a publication of PREAP--Prison Research Education Action Project of the NYS Council of Churches--that later became the Safer Society Program and Press).  In 1978 she toured the Netherlands to study their justice system for alternatives to ours.

Honey wanted to create an alternative-to-prison for the "toughest" cases, which she identified as sexual molesters/abusers, especially of children.  She believed there was no way finally to abolish prisons unless more effective alternatives could be devised for all the people in them.  After moving to Vermont in 1979, Honey visited every one of the 22 sex-offender treatment programs inside and outside of prisons in 1981 and published the first nationwide survey in 1986.  Her concern was always for all the people hurt--the victim, the offender, the families, and the community.  

Honey embraced and promoted a model of restorative justice based on a relapse prevention model of treatment.  She believed in teaching intervention and self-control skills to sex offenders, insisting that offenders take responsibility for their actions.  She believed prisons took responsibility away from sex offenders by removing them from society and shutting them away without treatment, and when released without treatment, they would offend again.  Honey's care and concern for abuse victims (and offenders) was personal as well as political; she challenged the kind of professionalism that excluded the voices of those most affected.  [Interview with Euan Bear, 2002.]

Honey received the Distinguished Women of Connecticut award for her work in peace, equality and development in 1976 from Governor Ella Grasso, along with awards from Vermont Governors Madeline Kunin in 1990 and Howard Dean in 1992.  She received the L. Harold DeWolf award from Offender Aid and Restoration in 1968; the 1980 Martin Luther King, Jr. award from the Fellowship of Reconciliation; the 1981 Carl Menninger Award from the Fortune Society; the Martin Luther King, Jr. Award from the Delaware Valley Interfaith Coalition on Public Policy; recognition from S.A.P.E.N. of Pennsylvania in 1990; the Public Service Award from the University of Minnesota Program in Human Sexuality in 1991; and the Jack Hickey Award from Dismas House in 1992.  The Association for the Treatment of Sexual Abusers (ATSA) offers an award in her name, as does the California Coalition on Sexual Offending (CCOSO).  A school for troubled adolescents in Vermont is named after her.


Notes of condolence upon her illness (ovarian cancer) and death came from prisoners, sexual abuse survivors, prison wardens, academicians, peaceworkers, social workers, a reformed Judaism center director, Quakers, farmers' marketers, artists and musicians, Europeans, Asians, Israelis.  They proclaimed her radiance, luminosity, joie de vivre, "wild light and fierce joy," graciousness, unselfishness, courage, and her intrepid, indomitable, irresistible spirit.  She was an "outraged optimist" and a "noble advocate" having "societal perfect pitch."  At her death, a friend wrote, "a lodestar . . . has been extinguished." 


With clarity of vision and a compelling eloquence, Honey outlined the challenges for all "social change agents" (her self-description): 

The struggle for most of us has never been whether to continue or give up, but rather: how to lead a life of integrity with the fewest of contradictions in a culture that often devalues, inhibits, negates, or co-opts the principles we support; how to stay rooted in the spiritual while actively pursuing justice, while being oppositional and confrontational, while being outraged, while all the time trying to reduce the pain in pain-filled people and a pain-filled society.  Oftentimes I tell myself that may be my only mission: to reduce pain, and not increase it.

June Licence and Nancy Johnson

