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From 1930-1933, the U.S. government funded Gold Star Pilgrimages— 

two-week voyages for Gold Star mothers to military graveyards in Europe where their 

sons were buried. These Pilgrimages emerged after a decade of public deliberation 

over the responsibilities of American mothers to motivate sacrifice during war and 

commemorate death at war’s end. The political rhetoric surrounding the Pilgrimages 

often valorized white, biological, and patriotic Gold Star mothers as the most 

authentic ideals of women’s citizenship, condemned women who challenged the 

patriotism of maternal sacrifice, and marginalized African American mothers through 

segregationist practices.  

This project analyzes how Pilgrimage rhetoric constructed American Gold 

Star mothers as models of citizenship and how this ideal empowered and limited 

women’s political engagement and identity during an era of war, social protest, and 

suffrage. The chapters specifically trace how public discourse before and during the 

Pilgrimages defined, challenged, and reinterpreted maternal citizenship throughout 



the Great War era. In this study, I analyze three case studies that shaped Gold Star 

rhetoric and in turn conceptions of maternal citizenship from 1914 to 1933. Prior to 

American entry into the Great War, women’s peace and preparedness organizations 

publicly clashed over meanings of maternal responsibility (Chapter 1). After the war 

and women’s enfranchisement, Pilgrimage advocates and government officials 

debated Gold Star Pilgrimages through a series of congressional hearings. In the 

process, they exalted the Gold Star mother over more progressive forms of women’s 

citizenship (Chapter 2). After the government announced its decision to segregate the 

Pilgrimages, many prospective African American Gold Star Pilgrims publicly 

justified their decision to accept or boycott the Pilgrimages as a performance of 

maternal citizenship (Chapter 3).   

The Pilgrimages debates ultimately illustrate how war commemoration can 

function to exalt and discipline performances of maternal citizenship. The 

contemporary rhetoric of Gold Star mothers continues to spark public debate about 

what it means to authentically embody the Gold Star ideal. This project challenges the 

notion that the Great War has been “forgotten” in U.S. public memory by 

highlighting the enduring rhetorical legacies of Gold Star Pilgrimages in 

contemporary political discourse. 
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Introduction:                                                                           

Defining U.S. Women’s Citizenship During Times of War 

 

Nine months after the United States declared war on Germany, advice 

columnist Dorothy Dix responded to mounting fears of low public morale. America's 

1917 entry into the Great War—a war more industrialized than any previous war—

exposed the public to reports of mass causalities and injuries caused by automatic 

weapons.1 Dix observed that as thousands of American soldiers died on the 

battlefields, thousands of mothers wore black mourning dresses on the homefront. 

These public displays of grief, Dix insisted, would “cast over us all a pall of gloom in 

which hope would die and effort slacken and everyone would be downhearted.”2 Dix 

reminded the public that a woman could fulfill a “big patriotic duty” and “avenge 

their dead,” if she eschewed traditional mourning practices.3 A woman, according to 

Dix, must not allow her private grief to impact the public good.  

 President Woodrow Wilson reiterated Dix’s concern about women’s 

mourning practices in a letter to Anna Howard Shaw, chairwoman of the Council of 

National Defense Women’s Committee. Wilson’s letter reflected his administration’s 

anxiety over how mothers shaped public perceptions of the war.4 He suggested that 

women wear a “badge of loyalty and remembrance as a substitute for mourning for 

those who have given up their lives in service of their country.”5 Shaw replied that 

women should wear a three-inch black band on their left arm with one gold star to 
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represent every loved one who died overseas. Shaw’s suggestion reflected a popular 

commemorative practice during the Great War. Families with loved ones serving 

overseas displayed service flags in their windows.6 These handmade flags featured a 

white background, red border, and a blue star sewn in the middle for each family 

member serving overseas. If a family member died overseas then the family would 

cover the blue star with a gold star. The Committee on Public Information posited 

that the gold star represented the most authentic form of patriotic mourning: “The 

idea of the honor and glory accorded the person for his supreme sacrifice in offering 

up for his country his last full measure of devotion and the pride of the family in it, 

rather than the sense of personal loss, which would be represented by a mourning 

symbol.”7 Women who wore the gold star exemplified the government’s belief that 

national pride should outweigh individual grief.  

Mothers who lost their sons during the war, popularly known as Gold Star 

mothers, organized after the war to advocate for government-funded trips to their 

sons’ overseas burial sites. After 11 years of advocacy, the U.S. government spent $5 

million to send over 6,000 Gold Star Pilgrims on two-week pilgrimages to military 

gravesites in France between 1930 and 1933.8  Gold Star Pilgrims represented a 

central component of U.S. women’s citizenship, especially during wartime. A mother 

fulfilled her civic duty by encouraging her sons to serve and risk death for the nation; 

if their sons died, the grieving mothers became role models in embodying and 

honoring this sacrifice.  

Maternal sacrifice was framed as an integral aspect of women’s civic 

responsibility. In 1916, Theodore Roosevelt warned the nation that “every woman 
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who has not raised her boy to be a soldier at need has in unwomanly fashion striven 

to put a double burden on some other boy whose mother had a patriotic soul.”9 

Women who were not willing to sacrifice their sons for the nation, Roosevelt argued, 

did not deserve the right to vote. Roosevelt's argument echoed the historical ties 

between military service and voting rights. Disenfranchised groups often highlight 

wartime service to justify full citizenship, framing equality as a reward for sacrifice.10 

Such logic presumed that war highlights the inequalities between citizens who must 

earn their rights versus citizens granted such rights.11 Because the first World War 

took place on the eve of women's suffrage, it represents an important period to 

illuminate how political discourse created and attempted to reconcile tensions 

between women’s rights and responsibilities as U.S. citizens.  

 Contextualized within the struggle for full political rights, this project 

examines how Gold Star discourse defined “maternal citizenship” during and 

following the Great War (1914-1933).12 Historian Kathleen Kennedy argues that the 

World War “required women to play a more public role in shaping motherhood and 

its relationship to citizenship.”13 During and after the Great War and passage of the 

Nineteenth Amendment, political discourse surrounding women’s civic 

responsibilities both reified and challenged traditional gender roles. Gold Star 

discourse reinforced women’s responsibilities to motivate and commemorate male 

sacrifice. While the Gold Star mother represented a traditional form of women’s 

citizenship, many women utilized this identity to advocate for access to government 

benefits.14 In the process, Gold Star discourse privileged and marginalized different 

groups of women.  
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This project thus explores how American Gold Star mothers symbolized civic 

role models and how such constructions constituted idealized notions of gender and 

race in the era of world war and women’s enfranchisement.15 Some valorized military 

service in support of war; others valorized the search for peace to forestall war. As 

women gained individual rights with the vote, the prevailing Gold Star message 

functioned as “reactionary rhetoric” that reified women’s traditional roles as 

mothers.16 Some marginalized women fought for equal access to this maternal ideal; 

others actively resisted service to the nation that oppressed them. Women embraced, 

contested, and reimagined what it meant to be an authentic U.S. citizen and, in turn, 

debated the meanings of maternal citizenship. Before delineating the details of this 

study, I first trace the intersections of women’s citizenship, motherhood, and war.  

Women’s Citizenship, Motherhood, and War 

 Women have been denied the rights and responsibilities associated with full 

citizenship throughout American history. American revolutionaries promised new 

freedoms and protections for citizens after overthrowing British rule, but these 

citizenship rights did not extend to women.  Linda Kerber describes women’s legal 

rights after the Revolutionary War as an extension of coverture, meaning that women 

did not have rights separate from their fathers and husbands.17 However the ideals 

espoused by American male revolutionaries suggested men and women shared some 

form of equality.18 White women with means were especially considered citizens with 

moral authority and responsibility, but no legal equality. As a result, elite white 

women had to negotiate a political environment where they were considered both 

dependents and citizens.   
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 Women contested these legal and social contradictions throughout the 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Many scholars recognize the Seneca Falls 

Convention in 1848 as the beginning of an organized women’s rights movement.19 

The Declaration of Rights and Sentiments, signed by convention attendees, outlined 

how “man” systemically oppressed women in the United States.20 Women 

collectively advocated for a wide range citizenship rights throughout the nineteenth 

century, including the right to own property, to receive an education, and to vote in 

elections. However, many scholars associate the early women’s rights movement in 

the United States with suffrage advocacy.21 Some suffragists used natural rights 

arguments to argue for full citizenship, while others highlighted biological and moral 

differences between the sexes to advocate for increased rights.22 Many women used 

motherhood and domesticity as rhetorical strategies to advocate for increased civic 

rights and responsibilities. The following section will examine the intersection of 

women’s citizenship and republican motherhood.  

Women’s Citizenship & Republican Motherhood 

 Motherhood and women’s citizenship are intertwined within American 

political thought. Nira Yuval-Davis argues “it is women . . . who reproduce nations, 

biologically, culturally, and symbolically.”23 Linda Kerber uses the term “republican 

mother” to describe what an ideal U.S. woman citizen was expected to be in a 

nineteenth-century context: “dedicated to the service of civic virtue: she educated her 

sons for it, she condemned and corrected her husband’s lapses from it.”24 Women 

served the nation by instilling a sense of morality, patriotism, and loyalty into her 

family, community, and nation. This ideal circulated in a post-Revolutionary War 
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period through a diverse range of publications read by both elite and “middle-class” 

audiences: political speeches, religious sermons, ladies’ magazines, and daily 

newspapers.25 

Republican motherhood ideology celebrated what many considered to be the 

authentic, virtuous nature of women. Barbara Welter describes this ideal as the “cult 

of true womanhood” in which women were expected to live by the “four cardinal 

virtues of piety, purity, submissiveness, and domesticity.”26 Religious, popular, and 

political discourses framed women’s virtuous nature as a complement to men’s desire 

for power and self-interest, which enabled a gendered dichotomy between private and 

public life.27 Separate sphere ideology posits that women’s “proper” sphere was the 

home, while men’s “proper” sphere occupied all aspects of public life.28 Men and 

women utilized this ideology to justify women’s exclusion from the public sphere. 

For example, Thomas Jefferson argued in an 1817 letter that women should not take 

part in public meetings with men because the “promiscuous mixing” between the 

sexes would “corrupt civic virtue” and distract men from their work.29 Rhetorics of 

feminine virtue provided some women an avenue to blur the distinction between the 

private and public.   

Women publicly enacted republican motherhood ideals in a myriad of ways. 

During the early nineteenth century, women’s benevolent societies formed to serve, 

educate, and reform the less fortunate.30 Charity became a socially acceptable 

performance of citizenship as women worked outside of their home, but did not 

overtly challenge men’s political power. 31 However, Lori D. Ginzberg notes that 

scholars must recognize the inconsistences between the “ideological separation of 
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politics and morality and their everyday interconnection.”32 The lived experience of 

many women did not reflect a strict separation between benevolence work and 

politics. Women formally and informally lobbied civic leaders to help fund their 

work.33 Benevolent societies created a space for women to exercise more rights as a 

collective than they enjoyed as individuals. As a collective, women in these 

organizations could own and manage significant amounts of property, sue other 

parties, and apply for permits. 34 While benevolent societies allowed women to 

organize outside of the home, they still relegated many women’s performance of 

citizenship to the enactment of virtue, piety, and domesticity.  

Women also utilized rhetorics of maternal virtue to explicitly advocate for 

rights and challenge government policies. Women petitioned the government to call 

for legislative action on a diverse range of issues including prostitution, Native 

American removal, and slavery.35 Created and signed by women, these petitions 

utilized a “discourse of domesticity” to frame petitioning as a moral instead of 

political act.36 The Temperance Movement also utilized maternal discourse to 

characterize the all-male government as unable to protect the public from the evils of 

liquor. Movement leaders called on women to take direct action or “crusade” in 

public places like saloons.37 Frances E. Willard, Woman’s Christian Temperance 

Union founder, argued that women could use the vote as a righteous weapon against 

vice. Willard labeled the vote as “home protection” and implored audiences to 

recognize that the “instinct of a mother’s love” had a purpose beyond the home.38 She 

argued that the “rays” of a mother’s love could be “put through a magical lens, that 

powerful sun glass which we term the ballot, they shall all converge their power, and 
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burn and blaze on the saloon, till it shrivels up and in lurid vapors curls away like 

mist under the hot glaze of sunshine.”39 Willard grounded her rhetoric in feminine 

virtue, while challenging the traditional belief that women should be submissive. 

Women opposed to suffrage also relied on rhetorics of motherhood and domesticity. 

 Women across the United States mobilized to oppose their own 

enfranchisement and organized to counter suffrage movement rhetoric. Susan E. 

Marshall argues that anti-suffragist leaders did not passively follow their husbands’ 

political dictates, but organized to protect their “unique social location: protection of 

their own privilege as elite volunteers, political appointees, and custodians of 

propriety.”40 Many anti-suffragists were also active in the social reform movement, 

and were consequently experienced organizers.41 The National Association Opposed 

to Woman Suffrage counted over 700,000 women members in 1920. Organizers of 

the anti-suffrage movement also served in philanthropic leadership positions and 

served on local, state, and national government committees. Some anti-suffragists 

argued that suffrage was not a privilege of citizenship, but an unwanted duty that 

would impede women’s “true” civic duty of moral and social reform.42  

Anti-suffragist activists used arguments grounded in republican motherhood 

ideology to oppose women’s suffrage. They organized to protect traditional divisions 

between the domestic and political sphere. Anti-suffragists posited that a man, as 

head of the household, voted on behalf of his wife and children’s best interest. A 

woman’s vote would then be redundant, according to this line of argument, because 

she would most likely replicate her husband’s vote.43  Two household votes could 

cause discord between a husband and wife, disrupting the natural harmony of the 
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private sphere. One anti-suffragist wrote: “Men and women must be regarded as 

partners, not competitors; and the family, to be preserved as a unit, must be 

represented by having one political head. . . . Anyone can readily see that for women 

private duty would constantly conflict with public duty.”44 She argued that men and 

women had an equal duty to contribute to the common good, but they fulfilled this 

duty with different means. This “natural” division of labor allowed men and women 

to work on pressing issues in a more holistic way, tackling problems from two 

different standpoints.45 According to anti-suffragists, women would actually lose 

power if they gained the right to vote.  

The act of voting, according to anti-suffragists, would take time away from 

women’s work on moral and social reform issues. In this line of argument, voting 

women would be corrupted by politics, unable to advocate for reform in a nonpartisan 

way. Anti-suffragists argued that this nonpartisan status allowed women to argue for 

reform based on the “merits of a case instead of political association.”46 In 1916, 

Margaret C. Robinson implored the Massachusetts Special Legislature Committee to 

recognize these dangers:  

The influence of this moral force is so strong and has come to be so well 
recognized that certain types of politicians and commercial interests rebel 
against it. They wish to destroy it, and as the best means to that end they 
advocate—woman suffrage! . . . We are told that women need the ballot in 
order that they may improve the conditions in the home, that they may help 
the working girl, and put through good legislation. But the rank and file of 
suffragists are being deceived in these matters, for suffrage works, and will 
work directly the other way.47  
 

Robinson challenged suffragist arguments grounded in republican motherhood, which 

posited that women would be able to purify the political process. Instead, she argued 

that women’s vote would “confuse and disorganize government.”48 Robinson’s 
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speech illustrates how republican motherhood ideology can be deployed to constrain 

and broaden women’s citizenship.  

Not all women, however, could embody the ideals of republican motherhood. 

Scholars describe multiple reasons why African American women’s experiences are 

traditionally left out of popular republican motherhood narratives. First, their sons 

were not considered to be future citizens.49 African American women, in this line of 

reasoning, did not need to teach their sons civic values because their sons, such logic 

presumed, would never be called upon to utilize these values in the public sphere. 

Second, women of color were excluded from dominant assumptions of what it meant 

to be a “good” woman or mother.50 The African American woman was often framed 

by white society as either a sexual deviant or benevolent “Mammy,” who happily 

took care of white children, but not her own.51 An African American woman’s civic 

responsibility was then historically tied to her labor for members of white society. 

Deborah K. King argues that labor, “whether unpaid or coerced or paid and 

necessary,” is the distinctive, enduring characteristic of African American women’s 

place in the nation.52 This labor was not celebrated as a civic contribution but viewed 

as historically expected and required of African American women.53 

Women’s Citizenship & War Service  

These gendered boundaries of citizenship are simultaneously strengthened and 

challenged during times of war. Historically, men and women “served” the nation 

during war in traditionally gendered ways. Military service is characterized as a 

principle duty of citizenship.54 R. Claire Snyder asserts that “The Citizen-Solider,” 

“embodies the twin-practices of civic republican citizenship . . . [men] serve in the 
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military in order to protect their ability to govern themselves for the common good, 

and they participate in the process of deciding when to engage in war.”55 Women 

have historically been barred from military service and unable to embody this ideal. 

However, women served the nation during times of war in a multitude of other ways 

that challenged traditional gender roles (combat nurses, ambulance drivers, munitions 

workers, spies, disguised soldiers).56 In spite of this service, motherhood remained the 

fundamental expression of women’s civic responsibility in the United States.57 

Lorraine Bayard de Volo argues that in the same way men are drafted into military 

service, mothers are “drafted into civilian organizations that engage women actively 

in supporting the war effort while at the same time remolding the dominant discourse 

of the ‘good mother’ to fit wartime circumstances.”58 My study explores how Gold 

Star discourse tells us much about what it meant to be a “good mother” and in turn a 

good citizen during the Great War era.  

The Great War era emphasized women’s duty to send their sons to war. 

Government officials demonized women who did not raise their sons to die for the 

nation. At the turn of the century, Theodore Roosevelt warned “when men fear work 

or fear righteous war, when women fear motherhood, they tremble on the brink of 

doom.”59 During the Great War, women who did not fulfill this maternal duty faced 

legal consequences.60 Gold Star discourse reaffirmed the strong connections between 

motherhood and citizenship in the United States. This discourse was shaped by 

historical understandings of women’s war work in the United States. The following 

sections highlight two historical moments that shaped Great War rhetorics of 

maternal duty. First, I explore rhetorics of domesticity during the Revolutionary War 
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era. Second, I discuss how Spartan motherhood ideology informed women’s Civil 

War rhetoric.  

Revolutionary War & Domestic Labor 

In 1774, Abigail Adams famously wrote John Adams, imploring him to 

“remember the ladies,” as the Continental Congress convened.61 Abigail spoke to 

women’s ability to revolt if women’s rights were not recognized. She warned her 

husband: “If particular care and attention is not paid to the ladies, we are determined 

to foment a rebellion, and will not hold ourselves bound by any laws in which we 

have no voice or representation.” Although John did not heed his wife’s warning, 

Abigail alluded to women’s contributions to the ever-growing rebellion against the 

British. Women knew how to “foment” a revolution because they had been so integral 

to sustaining boycotts and protests of the Crown. Linda Kerber argues that women’s 

work during the Revolutionary War shaped republican motherhood ideology, linking 

national and domestic duty.62 The following section will explore how this era created 

a connection between women’s war work and domesticity in the United States.  

As hostilities between colonists and the British government escalated, 

American women’s domestic role took on increased political importance. Colonial 

religious and political leaders urged women to actively support the boycott and create 

homemade alternatives for British tea and other luxury goods. Reverend William 

Tennent III wrote directly to South Carolina women urging them to boycott British 

tea. He implored colonial women to take an active role in the increasingly visible 

American fight for freedom:  

Will not my fair Reader be persuaded to lend their hand to save America from 
the Dagger of Tyranny? . . .You have it in your power more than all your 
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committees and Congresses to strike the Stroke, and make the Hills and Plains 
of America clap their hands . . . American patriotism extends even to the Fair 
sex, and discourage any future Attempts to enslave us.63  
 

He also reminded women that if she purchased British tea then it would be “paid for 

by the blood of your Sons.”64 Tennent illustrated the power of women’s domestic role 

during times of war, and he connected women’s duty with her son’s sacrifice.  

 Newspapers during the era published women’s poetry, which framed the act 

of refusing British tea or any other imported product as a significant political act. 

Mercy Otis Warren’s poem, “The Squabble of the Sea Nymphs,” alluded to the 

centrality of women’s boycotts to the movement: “For females have their influence 

o'er kings,/ Nor wives, nor mistresses, were useless things/ None will neglect the sex's 

sage advice/When they engage in any point so nice/ As to forbid the choice nectarous 

sip/And offer bohea to the rosy-lip.”65 Women, according to Warren, could help 

influence the Crown by refusing to consume or serve British tea within their homes. 

She linked women’s domestic choice of tea to national service. Women’s domestic 

sphere also began to be politicalized through calls to boycott British tea. The public 

measured women’s loyalty to the cause through her willingness to refrain from 

drinking and serving British tea at home. This created a direct connection between the 

domestic sphere and women’s war duty.  

American women also directly addressed the British public. North Carolina 

officials voted to officially boycott all luxury British goods received after September 

10, 1774. In October 1774, fifty-one North Carolinian women gathered in the home 

of Mrs. Caroline King to discuss how women could best support the boycott.66 This 

group of women became known as the Edenton Tea Party, in homage to the Boston 
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Tea Party. The women wrote a public pledge notifying the British of their resolve to 

support any action opposing unfair taxation. The pledge read:  

We, the aforesaid Ladys will not promote ye wear of any manufacturer from 
England until such time that all acts which tend to enslave our Native country 
shall be repealed. As we cannot be indifferent on any occasion that appears 
nearly to affect the peace and happiness of our country, and as it has been 
thought necessary, for the publik good, to enter into several particular resolves 
by a meeting of Members deputed from the whole Province, it is a duty which 
we owe, not only to our near and dear connections who have concurred in 
them, but to ourselves who are essentially interested in their welfare, to do 
every thing as far as lies in our power to testify our sincere adherence to the 
same; and we do therefore accordingly subscribe this paper, as a witness of 
our fixed intention and solemn determination to do so.67 
 

The Edenton Tea Party sent the pledge to a newspaper in England that published the 

document in January 1775. Fifty-one women in attendance signed their names in 

order to publicly declare support for protest efforts.68 It also widely circulated and 

received immense praise in colonial newspapers. The women were strongly praised 

because “the drafting of such resolutions so antagonistic to royal authority required a 

calmer, far more enviable courage than that developed by the fanatical heroism of the 

crusades, or the feverish bravery of martial music.”69 Women exhibited courage, 

according to these arguments, because they spoke out against taxation.  

The pledge also demonstrates the domestic limits of women’s duty during 

wartime. Women asserted their duty to the colonial cause while framing their political 

action in terms of their husbands’ wishes and action. The preamble to the pledge 

declared that women were following the “laudable examples of their husbands.”70 

This choice demonstrated that women did not frame their pledge as a disavowal of the 

gendered social order. Women reaffirmed their deference to the actions of their 

husbands within the preamble to the petition. However, the pledge reveals that the 
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women were not simply acting as a result of duty to their husbands. The women 

described a “duty to themselves” to work for the “publik good.”71 Mary Beth Norton 

argues that it was rare for American women to issue a collective statement of political 

responsibility.72 She asserts that this was an important moment where some American 

white women began to view themselves as agentic actors in the political process, 

moving their influence from the domestic to the civic spaces.   

Colonial religious and political leaders also urged women to create homemade 

alternatives to British goods, specifically cloth.73 As colonists signed non-

consumption pacts, they faced the challenging task of producing goods previously 

imported from Britain. The task of creating these goods often fell to the colonial 

women, who were in charge of keeping the home.74 Traditionally, women spun the 

cloth for family clothing, but within the American colonies, the ability to purchase 

cloth from Britain became a sign of wealth and prestige. However, it soon became a 

sign of colonial loyalty and patriotism for society women to wear their own 

homespun clothing. One newspaper explained that “true Female Patriots” would not 

wear dresses made “with the manufactures of a country that is endeavouring to 

enslave us.”75 Upper-class women were celebrated for abandoning luxuries and 

performing domestic labor.  

Women’s dress became symbols of loyalty during the Revolutionary War.76 

Wendy Parkins argues that citizenship is in part formulated, performed, and 

challenged through clothing.77 If a woman wore homespun clothing, then her family 

was considered loyal to the colonial cause. If she wore imported fashion, then her 

family could be condemned as British loyalists. The act of spinning cloth became a 
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symbol of rebellion against what some colonists viewed as unfair taxations. White 

women asserted their loyalty to the idea of a new nation through the act of spinning.  

These women transformed what was often considered a private action into a 

collective political act by forming Spinning Clubs and organizing Spinning Bees. 

These events became public affairs where entire communities gathered to discuss the 

taxation boycotts and the British response.78 Women would compete against one 

another to produce the most cloth, while crowds of men and women would watch the 

competition.79 The Boston Evening Post noted that, “the ladies, while they vie with 

each other in skill . . . may vie, with men in contributing to the preservation and 

prosperity of their country and equally share in the honor of it.”80 The Boston Evening 

Post positioned women’s role within the revolution as integral, but clearly situated in 

the domestic sphere. The Essex Gazette admiringly observed that women’s work 

would “exalt their Characters in the Eyes of the World, and serve to shew [sic] how 

greatly they are contributing to bring about the political Salvation of a whole 

continent.”81 Women contributed to the “political salvation” of the nation by publicly 

enacting her domestic skills.82 Revolutionary era rhetoric promoted the relationship 

between women’s war work and domesticity. These civic responsibilities endured and 

expanded during the Civil War.  

Civil War & Spartan Motherhood 

In March 1864, Abraham Lincoln responded to calls from a crowd to present 

remarks on the closing day of a Washington Sanitary Fair. He spoke of Union 

soldiers’ selfless bravery. However, Northern women’s war efforts, according to 

Lincoln, were “extraordinary developments” of the war. Lincoln ended his remarks 
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by noting: “I have never studied the art of paying compliments to women. But I must 

say, that if all that has been said by orators and poets since the creation of the world 

in praise of women were applied to the women of America, it would not do them 

justice for their conduct during this war. I will close by saying, God bless the women 

of America!”83 Judith Ann Giesberg describes Northern women’s organizing during 

the Civil War, in particular the Women’s Central Association of Relief (WCAR), as a 

“missing link” between women’s abolition activism on a local level during the first 

half of the century and later larger-scale women’s movements.84 Women organized to 

provide a wide range of services, including: sewing military uniforms, shipping food 

to local troops, and writing letters to lift the soldiers’ spirits.85 Similarly, Southern 

women also organized to support Confederate soldiers. Due to conservative 

Confederacy culture, Confederate women had to balance how to “provide real and 

substantial aid . . . without moving from the feminine sphere.”86 During the Civil 

War, women’s war work still needed to be framed in terms of feminine virtue and 

domesticity.  

During the Civil War, republican motherhood ideology melded with the 

concept of Spartan motherhood. Spartan motherhood ideology, first recounted in 

Plutarch’s Moralia, instructed mothers to prepare their sons not only for civic life, but 

to die for the nation.87 Plutarch recounted the story of a mother who was in the 

process of burying her sons when a passerby expressed sorrow over their deaths. The 

mother replied, “No by the two gods, a piece of good fortune because I bore him so 

that he may die for Sparta, and that is what happened as I wished.”88 Through the 

willing sacrifice of her son, a Spartan mother made the ultimate sacrifice for the 
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nation. This sacrifice was not viewed as a tragic loss, but the fulfillment of a mother’s 

civic responsibility.  

This maternal ideal influenced Western political philosophy. Jean Jacque-

Rousseau labeled the Spartan mother as an ideal woman citizen. In Emile, Rousseau 

tells the story of a Spartan mother who sent five sons to die in battle.89 When a 

passerby expressed sorrow for her loss, the Spartan mother replied, “Vile slave was 

that what I asked thee? We have won the victory.”90 She then, according to Rousseau, 

did not shed a tear for her sons, but instead went straight to thank the gods for victory. 

Rousseau praised the actions of the Spartan mother by stating: “That was a citizen.”91 

Women’s service to the nation could be measured by her ability not only to educate 

her son for civic life, but to also encourage her son to die for the nation.  

Jefferson Davis, President of the Confederate States, described the 

Confederate feminine ideal as a Spartan mother. He lauded “the Spartan mother 

[who] sent her boy, bidding him return with honor, either carrying his shield or on it. 

The women of the South sent forth their sons, directing them to return with victory; to 

return with wounds disabling them from further service, or never to return at all.”92 

Davis’s praise illustrated Confederate mothers’ perceived unwavering loyalty to the 

Confederate cause. Elizabeth R. Varon argues that Spartan motherhood was 

synonymous with “Confederate womanhood.”93 Women should not only willingly 

sacrifice their sons, in this line of reasoning, but also encourage others to die for the 

cause. For example, women would leave hoopskirts and bonnets at the doors of men 

who did not enlist, urging them to die in battle with glory instead of “hiding” in the 
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home without honor.94 Confederate interpretations of Spartan motherhood shaped 

women’s civic responsibilities in the United States during the first World War.  

Women were expected to motivate sacrifice during the war and then honor 

that sacrifice after war. Drew Gilpin Faust argues that the Civil War drastically 

altered how Americans understood death on an individual and a collective level. An 

estimated 620,000 died during the Civil War, which would be the equivalent to six 

million Americans today.95 Before the war, death rituals often took place in the home, 

where family members would witness the death. American families needed to create 

new practices to mourn the loss of a loved one. At the same time, Civil War death 

“created the modern American Union—not just by enduring national survival, but by 

shaping national structures and commitments.”96 The Civil War not only shaped 

national burial politics and industries, but also the meaning of sacrifice during war.  

Southern white women played a critical role in shaping these national 

meanings of death. One in five Confederate soldiers did not survive the war.97 The 

practice of remembering and honoring those killed for the Confederate cause, 

“offered women a claim to both prominence and power in the postwar South.”98 

Local Ladies’ Memorial Associations (LMAs) organized around the South to ensure 

proper burials for Confederate soldiers hastily buried on battlefields and to erect 

monuments in their honor. LMAs located in five Virginia cities near battlefields 

reinterred 72,520 Confederate soldiers.99 These women worked not only to reclaim 

the men’s bodies, but also the meaning of their sacrifice. United Daughters of the 

Confederacy and other women’s organizations became the guardians of the “Lost 

Cause myth,” which claimed that the Confederacy stood for the “basic political 
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principles, especially the rights of property and self-determination.”100 Women’s 

organizations fundraised and erected monuments to “devoted infantryman” to honor 

soldiers’ sacrifices and celebrate the “superiority” of Southern culture.101 These 

statues were almost exclusively representations of white men, reflecting a white, 

patriarchal ideal of sacrifice.102 

Women were expected to commemorate men’s sacrifices, but their own war 

work was rarely commemorated. Mary Livermore noted this deficiency in her 1887 

memoir. Twenty years after the Civil War, Livermore argued that women’s wartime 

contributions quickly faded from national memory. She recounted how the “public 

ear” was captivated by stories of great battles and heroic deaths, yet lamented that 

women’s work remained largely undocumented and untold.103 Livermore wrote: 

“who has fully narrated the consecrated and organized work of women, who 

strengthened the sinews of the nation with their unflagging enthusiasm and bridged 

over the chasm between military and civilian life?”104 Women, Livermore notes, are 

expected to remember men’s sacrifice but rarely are remembered for their own 

sacrifices in the national imagery. Gold Star Pilgrims challenged this lack of national 

commemoration—arguing the government must honor mothers’ and soldiers’ 

sacrifice to the nation through the Pilgrimages.  

Spartan motherhood ideology continued to permeate women’s war discourse 

in future wars. Leading up to the Spanish-American War, Mrs. C. B. Bryant, first 

chairwoman of the Daughters of American Revolution (DAR), once again invoked 

the connection between Spartan and American mothers. She argued that American 

mothers, in order to preserve the nation, must model themselves after the women of 
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Sparta: “It was Spartan mothers with their proud injunctions to their loved ones: 

‘Bring back your shield or else be brought back upon it’ that for centuries made 

Sparta so strong.”105 Bryant stated that victory hinged on mothers imparting on their 

sons the importance of dying for their country. America would only continue to exist 

as a strong nation, according to Bryant, if women encouraged their sons to make the 

ultimate sacrifice during wartime. At the same time, women supported and organized 

with Anti-Imperialism societies to oppose the Spanish-American (1898) and 

Philippine-American (1899-1902) Wars.106 In 1899, a mother questioned the morality 

of war: “How can the country that has bathed the land in the blood of the best of her 

sons wash away the sins of slavery, have the right to buy tens of millions of men, and 

butcher them by the thousands because they will not kiss the hand of their new 

masters?”107 These women argued that peace would save their sons from bloodshed, 

and create a more equitable union for all Americans.108 During the Great War, women 

strived to simultaneously prevent, motivate, and commemorate war death.   

Contextualizing the Great War Era  
 

The previous sections explored the intersections of women’s citizenship, 

motherhood, and war. Before I describe the project details, I will next outline how 

multiple political and social contexts from the Great War inform my project. First, I 

discuss women’s contributions during the Great War and its aftermath. Second, I 

discuss burial and international policies after the Great War. Third, I consider 

rhetorics of racial segregation and violence during this era. Many African Americans 

predicated the Great War would usher in a new era of equality and desegregation.109 

Yet, the opposite happened, and racial tensions and violence actually escalated as the 
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war came to an end. The post-war reforms many African Americans longed for never 

materialized. Gold Star rhetoric was not isolated from, but instead shaped by these 

unique conditions. 

Gendered Politics  

During the Great War, American women negotiated traditional and 

nontraditional gender roles. The Selective Service Act of 1917 required all American 

men between the ages of 18-30 to register for the draft.110 By the end of the war, over 

4.3 million men volunteered or were drafted into active duty military service.111 

These men left behind their farms, factories, and homes to train and then fight on the 

European front. Harriet Stanton Blatch aptly noted, “When men go a-warring, women 

go to work.”112 Long before the symbol of Rosie the Riveter circulated in the Second 

World War, public campaigns commenced to recruit women into the world of 

wartime work.113 Women formed the Women’s Land Army of America (WLAA) to 

plant and harvest crops across the United States. Many believed the war could be won 

or lost based on the food supply of the nation.114 Fifteen thousand women volunteered 

as “Farmerettes” in the WLAA, cultivating a food supply for the homefront and 

Allied soldiers.115 Women also worked in munitions and arsenal factories, creating 

the first generation of industrialized weapons.116 Thousands of women served 

domestically and overseas as military telegraph and telephone operators, ambulance 

drivers, interpreters, and nurses.117  

Many women felt empowered by their nontraditional service to the nation. Dr. 

Josephine Jackson and Helen M. Salisbury observed that women learned during the 

war “that many of our so-called handicaps were nothing but illusions.”118 They 
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argued that this war work countered claims that women could not physically or 

mentally handle the hardships of political life.119 Governmental officials also lauded 

women’s wartime service. In 1918, President Woodrow Wilson described the 

Nineteenth Amendment as the “war amendment.”120 He urged Congress to reward 

women’s service with the vote:  

We have made partners of the women in war. Shall we admit them only to a 
partnership of suffering, sacrifice, and toil and not to a partnership of privilege 
and right? This war could not have been fought, either by the other nations 
engaged or by America, if it had not been for the services of the women—
services rendered in every sphere—not merely in the spheres of efforts in 
which we have been accustomed to see them work, but wherever men have 
worked and upon the very skirts and edges of battle itself.121 
 

Others framed women’s work as temporarily supplementing, but not competing with 

men’s place in the workforce. The WLAA argued that women only took to the fields 

to support soldiers and that the gender roles would return to normal after the war. One 

official noted that women only performed their “patriotic duty. . . .This manner will 

right itself when normal conditions return.”122 Immediately after Armistice Day, 

companies laid off almost all women workers hired at the start of the war.123 As the 

number of women in the workforce dramatically dropped after the war, some Gold 

Star mothers emerged from the war as important political actors.  

 War propaganda heavily featured Gold Star imagery. Magazine covers, 

Liberty Bond advertisements, and popular music featured the Gold Star mother as a 

model of patriotism and sacrifice. One Liberty Bond advertisement exalted the 

patriotic spirit of a Gold Star mother, arguing that Americans must follow her 

example: “And beside that spirit that is going to win must be your spirit, just as bound 

to win and just as willing to sacrifice.”124 Gold Star mothers informally organized 
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throughout the war as support groups for one another, usually through churches and 

other community groups. In 1919, Gold Star Mothers of America formed to unite 

these groups and collectively support disabled veterans.125 At the same time, the 

American War Mothers (AWM) formed to continue patriotic efforts after the war. 

The organization partnered with other “patriotic” women’s organizations like the 

Daughters of the America Revolution (DAR) to challenge Progressive era reforms 

including: the Children’s Bureau, Sheppard-Towner Act, and Child Labor 

Amendment, arguing that the “the next logical step after communizing the children is 

communizing the mother.”126 While the AWM became a prominent anti-feminist 

voice during the 1920s, their political organizing began in response to Great War 

burial procedures.  

Burial Politics  

 After Armistice Day, the American public grappled with how to make sense 

of the Great War. Over 100,000 American men died overseas and over 200,000 

returned injured after only nineteen months of fighting.127 The reality of wartime 

casualties and injuries did not match the heroic narratives perpetuated by wartime 

propaganda. More American soldiers died as a result of complications from the 

Spanish influenza than enemy fire on the battlefields.128 Venereal disease was the 

number two reason for absence or sickness on the warfront, second only to 

influenza.129 Soldiers were more likely to be disqualified from combat as a result of 

influenza and venereal disease than combat injuries. Combat veterans returned to a 

nation ill equipped to accommodate the psychological and physical effects of trench 

warfare. The relationship between the government and many veterans groups 



 25 

deteriorated throughout the 1920s and tensions culminated in what became known as 

the Bonus March.130 For over a decade after the war, the American Legion and 

Veterans of Foreign Wars argued that veterans did not receive equitable 

compensation for their sacrifices.131 Frustrated by growing unemployment and 

government inaction, over 20,000 Great War veterans and their families traveled to 

Washington DC during the summer of 1932. These veterans, who became known as 

the Bonus Army, set up camps by the Anacostia River to pressure Congress to 

authorize immediate payment of veteran bonuses, known as adjusted service 

certificates. Congress defeated the appropriations bill and Army Chief of Staff 

Douglas MacArthur deployed soldiers to disband the camps. At the same time that 

soldiers set fire to Bonus encampments, Gold Star Pilgrims set sail on a luxury cruise 

liner to France.  

The repatriation of battlefield casualties also proved to be a complex political 

challenge. Secretary of War Newton D. Baker promised in September 1918 that all 

American combat casualties would be buried on the homefront, but no official policy 

supported Baker’s remarks.132 The absence of official policies and procedures 

generated a multi-faceted controversy after the war. First, the Department of War 

assumed that the French government would cooperate with the shipping process of 

the remains. In February 1919, the French Ministry of Interior instituted a three-year 

embargo on the exhumation and transportation of human remains citing public health 

dangers and transportation concerns.133 Second, battlefield conditions made it 

impossible to identify all of the fallen soldiers. Many of the mangled bodies could not 

be clearly identified and one American Legion Weekly editorial noted that, “It was 
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extremely improbable that the families receiving the bodies of soldiers actually got 

remains of their own sons.”134 These conditions prompted the Department of War to 

amend Baker’s repatriation promise.       

 The government originally gave soldiers’ families a choice between 

repatriation and international burial. Between 1919-1922, the Department of War 

asked Gold Star families if they preferred their soldier’s body be buried overseas, 

buried in a national cemetery in the United States, or shipped to their home address. If 

a deceased soldier was unmarried or his wife remarried, then his father was required 

to fill out the form. Many Gold Star mothers and remarried widows expressed dismay 

over their exclusion from the decision-making process.135 These impassioned, public 

controversies over military burial policies shaped Gold Star Pilgrimage discourse.   

International Politics 

As the Department of War struggled to formulate a commemorative strategy, 

President Woodrow Wilson engaged in a heated battle with the Senate over the 

League of Nations.136 He championed the League of Nations, an Article in the Treaty 

of Versailles, during his Fourteen Points speech before Congress in January 1918. 

Wilson made his case for the League of Nations this way: “A general association of 

nations must be formed under specific covenants for the purpose of affording mutual 

guarantees of political independence and territorial integrity to great and small states 

alike.”137 Wilson and his supporters believed this international association could 

create the lasting peace promised as an outcome of the war. However, the Senate 

Republicans passionately opposed American entry into the League of Nations. Henry 
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Cabot Lodge, the Senate Republican Majority Leader, explained the strong 

Republican opposition:  

I have always loved one flag and I cannot share that devotion [with] a mongrel 
banner created for a League. . . . We would not have our politics distracted 
and embittered by the dissensions of other lands. We would not have our 
country's vigour exhausted or her moral force abated, by everlasting meddling 
and muddling in every quarrel, great and small, which afflicts the world. Our 
ideal is to make her ever stronger and better and finer, because in that way 
alone, as we believe, can she be of the greatest service to the world's peace 
and to the welfare of mankind.138  
 

The Senate officially rejected the Treaty of Versailles one week after the first 

Armistice anniversary. After the United States failed to sign on to the treaty, Gold 

Star Pilgrimages represented one way the government symbolized America’s 

commitment to peace on an international stage.  

The presidential election of 1920 also reflected the American public’s 

isolationist sentiments after the war. Republican candidate Warren G. Harding 

handily won the election with a promise of a “return to normalcy” and a focus on 

domestic prosperity.139 This message resonated with many Americans disillusioned 

by the sacrifices made on foreign soil and the staggering costs of the war. Harding 

argued that “tranquility at home is more precious than peace abroad” and that 

America needed “not heroics, but healing; not nostrums, but normalcy; not 

revolution, but restoration; not agitation, but adjustment . . .”140 Harding’s vision of a 

tranquil homefront did not reflect the realities of a post-war America, especially for 

African Americans.  

Racial Politics 

The Great War era offers a crucial opportunity to explore the intersections of 

race, gender, and citizenship. Women’s citizenship has been historically studied 
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through the lens of white women, often ignoring the unique social location of African 

American women.141 Gold Star discourse intersected with public debates over 

tensions among race, patriotism, and loyalty. African American Gold Star Pilgrims 

attempted to reconcile these tensions when articulating their civic duty. The following 

section seeks to illuminate rhetoric surrounding the African American experience 

during the Great War era.  

President Wilson and other government officials called on all Americans to 

exhibit “100 percent Americanism” during the Great War.142 African Americans, 

suffragists, immigrants, and labor activists were urged to put aside their grievances to 

create a unified, patriotic front against the German enemy. Yet, this rhetoric of a 

unified America did not extend to the treatment of African Americans during the war. 

Reflecting Jim Crow-era laws, African American soldiers were trained in segregated 

bases, and assigned to combat troops separate from their white counterparts.143 

Women’s war auxiliary groups, nursing corps, and service organizations were also 

segregated on the homefront.144 African Americans were expected to demonstrate 

complete loyalty to the nation while experiencing unequal treatment.  

Events tested the “limits” of African American loyalty soon after the beginning of 

the war. In August 1917, tensions between white civilians and a segregated African 

American unit erupted when 100 African American soldiers confronted an angry mob 

of white civilians and officers in Houston. This exchange resulted in the deaths of 

four African American soldiers and 15 white civilians. The Army took swift action 

and executed 19 African American soldiers who took part in the “riot,” and sentenced 
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63 more to life in prison.145 No charges were ever brought against the white civilians 

or officers who took part in the confrontation.  

This event sparked a nationwide discussion about African American disloyalty 

during the Great War. Local police and federal government officials accused African 

Americans of being susceptible to enemy subversion and working on behalf of the 

Germans.146 Many African American activists initially advocated for reduced 

sentences for the Houston soldiers. However, most feared government retaliation and 

did not openly support the soldiers’ use of force. One notable exception was 

published in the San Antonio Inquirer. C. L. Threadgill-Dennis, an African American 

woman from Austin, wrote a letter strongly supporting the actions of the soldiers. She 

wrote, “It is far better that you be shot for having tried to protect a Negro woman, 

than to have you die a natural death in the trenches of Europe, fighting to make the 

world safe for a democracy that you can’t enjoy.”147 The Inquirer’s editor G. W. 

Bouldin was sentenced to two years in a military prison for publishing the letter under 

the Espionage and Sedition Acts. This jail sentence sent a strong, silencing message 

to the African American community and press.148 Criticisms of segregation and 

racism during the Great War were tempered by widespread optimism about post-war 

race relations as well as fear of government retribution.   

 Rather than entering a period of racial harmony after the war, the nation 

experienced a surge of violence against African Americans. According to The Crisis, 

1919 was a year of extreme racial violence. Seventy-seven African Americans were 

lynched, and 11 were war veterans.149 These lynchings were often a town spectacle, 

and some were even advertised days in advance in local papers.150 Race riots, 
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provoked by white mobs, broke out in almost every major city in the United States. 

One of the deadliest riots lasted for five days in Chicago and ended with 38 dead, 500 

wounded, and over 1,000 homeless.151 The 1919 violence contributed to a shift in 

African American activist discourse.  

During the Great War, all mothers, regardless of race or class, were expected 

to encourage their sons to register for the draft, enlist, and willingly die for the nation. 

However, African American soldiers did not receive equal treatment overseas, and 

returned to significant racial violence. This perceived hypocrisy shaped how African 

American organizations and activists responded to the government’s decision to 

segregate Gold Star Pilgrimages. I heed Glenn’s call that to “understand race and 

gender we must examine not only how dominant groups and institutions attempt to 

impose particular meanings but also how subordinate groups contest dominant 

conceptions and construct alternative meanings.”152 Included in this study of Gold 

Star discourse is an exploration of how many African Americans challenged the 

government’s decision to segregate Pilgrimages and reshaped what it meant to be 

authentic maternal citizens in the process.  

Project Details 

This project is guided by two research questions related to Gold Star mothers. 

First, how are historical ideologies of motherhood and citizenship reflected in the 

debates over the Gold Star Pilgrimages during the Great War era?  Second, how did 

discourse preceding and surrounding Gold Star Pilgrimages simultaneously privilege 

and marginalize performances of maternal citizenship in terms of gender and race? To 

answer these questions, I trace the differing ways ascriptive visions of citizenship 
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were constituted in the Gold Star discourse throughout the Great War era—before 

America’s entrance in the war through the end of the Pilgrimages (1914-1933). In 

studying the Gold Star discourse, I analyze the public words of the Gold Star mothers 

as well as the public words of others (speeches, congressional transcripts, pamphlets, 

petitions, editorials) commenting on their sacrifice: presidents, congressional leaders, 

veterans’ organizations, suffragists, civil rights leaders, journalists, patriotic 

organizations, and other auxiliary women’s organizations.153  

Rhetorics of Citizenship 

I approach these Gold Star texts rhetorically. Rhetoric is not a monolith, but 

encompasses many forms of expression, from speeches, letters, pamphlets, newspaper 

accounts, to commemorative acts. I also understand rhetoric as a “force of history,” 

with the capacity to shape individual and collective identities, interpretations, and 

actions.154 Kathleen Turner argues that this perspective allows scholars to interpret 

rhetoric as a “perpetual and dynamic process of social construction, maintenance, and 

change rather than as an isolated, static product.”155 I conceptualize Gold Star 

discourse not as a product, but a complex rhetorical process where diverse voices 

contested the meanings of maternal citizenship during the Great War era. I engage 

two additional bodies of literature to analyze this complex rhetorical process: 

citizenship and intersectionality. In this next section, I explain how these three 

scholarly outlooks informed my study. I first describe three rhetorical perspectives 

utilized in my examination of Gold Star discourse: public address studies as well as 

constitutive and instrumental theories of rhetoric. Next, I discuss multiple theories of 

citizenship that shape this project. Finally, I turn to theories of intersectionality.  
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Theories of Rhetoric  

First, I approach the study of rhetoric from a public address perspective. Such 

an approach traces the evolution of ideas and ideologies over time and context.156 

Stephen E. Lucas encourages public address scholars to “proceed with due regard for 

the political, religious, economic, intellectual, and institutional forces that condition 

both the development of the text and its internal operations.”157 Public address 

scholarship illuminates how multilayered contexts and texts mutually constitute one 

another.158 This perspective allows me to explore how Gold Star discourse shaped 

and was shaped by historical, political, gendered, and racial ideas and contexts of the 

era. Eric King Watts calls on public address scholars to “locate specific deployments 

of racial tropes in relation to tropes of class, sex, gender, and religion – as contingent 

upon the intersectionality that structures identification and difference.”159 My study 

illuminates the ways that women navigated “multifaceted maternal” and racial 

rhetorics during the Great War era.160 

Archival research allows scholars to recover diverse voices traditionally 

underrepresented in public address scholarship.161 Marginalized groups historically 

have not had as much access to speaking platforms available to heterosexual white 

men of means. As a result, many groups used alternative rhetorical forms to express 

their ideas publicly and organize politically.162 Archival research allows scholars to 

recover these texts and offer a more inclusive understanding of what constitutes 

public address. Textual recovery provides insight into how marginalized people 

resisted or perpetuated systems of power at different times throughout history.163 For 
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example, many African American women eligible for Gold Star Pilgrimages opposed 

segregation through letters to the editor, newspaper interviews, and newsletters.  

 Archives of course are not neutral places of discovery but are instead imbued 

with complexities of access and inclusion. It is critical to recognize the political 

processes and power relations embedded in archival research.164 Barbara Biesecker 

argues that archives are sites of invention that do not “authenticate,” but “authorize” 

or highlight certain narratives and voices.165 Archivists evaluate materials when they 

label and file materials.166 Their choices inform how scholars interact and interpret 

texts. Honor R. Sachs calls on scholars to critically read “finding aids for what they 

gloss over” and explore archival collections that are usually deemed “unimportant or 

uninteresting.”167 Davis Houck elaborates that archives are “sites of preferred 

memory” that may frame historical figures, events, and organizations in a positive 

light.168  

 Second, this project reflects a constitutive and instrumental understanding of 

rhetoric. James Jasinski writes that a constitutive understanding of rhetoric allows 

scholars to unpack how “specific discursive strategies and textual dynamics shape 

and reshape more broadly the contours of political concepts and ideas.”169 This study 

attends to the ways that discourse shaped conceptions of Gold Star mothers, and 

reshaped understandings of maternal citizenship. Yet, I also consider the instrumental 

impact of Gold Star rhetoric.170 As a practical art, rhetoric is designed to influence 

material outcomes and behavior. Instrumental arguments require a nuanced 

understanding of context, history, and the circulation of texts. As Mary E. Stuckey 

maintains, instrumental claims may not always be the “simple, direct, and easily 
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measurable effects that some scholars hope to find.”171 Although these effects may 

not be simple to trace definitively, Robert Asen illustrates how rhetoric can impact 

lived experience: “public policies provide money, goods, and services to target 

populations to achieve particular outcomes.”172 Public policy debates and policy 

decisions during the Great War era led to people being drafted into the military 

service, jailed for speaking against the war, and included or excluded from Gold Star 

Pilgrimages.  

Theories of Citizenship  

I also study Gold Star discourse through the lens of citizenship. Citizenship 

can be defined as a status, as set of rights and responsibilities, and a form of 

engagement.173 My study engages all three definitions. First, women’s voting status 

changed after the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment in 1920. I examine the way 

women leveraged this change in legal status to advocate for Gold Star Pilgrimages. 

Second, I explore the manner in which Gold Star discourse simultaneously framed the 

Pilgrimages as both a right and responsibility of women’s citizenship. Third, I posit 

that the Gold Star Pilgrimages represented a form of civic performance. As Robert 

Alejandro notes, citizenship can be studied as “a fusion between the past and the 

present; as a web of different vocabularies; and as an interpretive practice against a 

backdrop of different and conflicting traditions.”174 I understand citizenship to be 

contested, historically dependent, and rhetorical.      

 I also recognize the fluidity and multiplicity of meanings associated with U.S. 

citizenship. Rogers Smith, for example, describes three traditions of citizenship in the 

United States: “liberal, republican, and ascriptive.”175 The liberal tradition frames 
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citizenship in terms of individual rights. Some suffragists often invoked a “liberal 

principle,” which “held that because all persons possess natural rights, all must be 

guaranteed political rights and stand as equal citizens.”176 Yet, liberal philosophers 

like Locke, Hobbes, and Rousseau argued that women did not deserve full 

citizenship, and used “newly interpreted biological facts” to justify women’s unequal 

status.177 The republican tradition of citizenship emphasizes civic participation and 

the “common good” over individual interests.178 For most of American history, 

women were thought to best contribute to the common good in the domestic realm, 

barring them from direct political participation.179 Smith, recognizing how liberal and 

republican traditions can be tools of discrimination, characterizes an “ascriptive” 

tradition of citizenship in the United States in this way:  

Rather than stressing protection of individual rights for all in liberal fashion, 
or participation in common civic institutions in republican fashion, American 
law had long been shot through with forms of second-class citizenship, 
denying personal liberties and opportunities for political participation to most 
of the adult population on the basis of race, ethnicity, gender, and even 
religion. There were elements in republican and liberal thinking . . . that 
Americans used to justify some of these forms of inequality.180 
 

Smith illustrates how full citizenship is not a reality for many marginalized groups in 

the United States. Others have elaborated these ascriptive components of citizenship. 

Women, according to Nira Yuval-Davis, must navigate the “dual nature” of gendered 

citizenship where they are at once “included in the general body of citizens,” yet are 

also subjected to “rules, regulations, and policies which are specific to them.”181 

Politicians and members of the public often enact these formal and informal 

regulations at times when women are perceived as gaining power.182 Corey Robin 

explains how these “reactionary” policies and rhetorics arise from “the felt experience 
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of having power, seeing it threatened, and trying to win it back.”183 While navigating 

these reactionary rhetorics, women and other marginalized groups still perform 

citizenship without access to full legal rights.  

 My project also considers tensions between civic rights and responsibilities 

embedded in theories of citizenship, especially relating to the “social contract.” Mark 

Hulliung explains that “the social contract provided a standard of vocabulary for 

public affairs” to debate the duties and rights of the “governed” versus the obligations 

and powers of the “governors.”184 Popular discourse during the years leading up to 

the Great War “focused, above all, on participatory citizenship by emphasizing the 

duty and the privilege of citizens to act in support of the nation.”185 Kimberly Jensen 

notes that many women served the nation during the war with the expectation that this 

service would be rewarded with full citizenship rights.186 The “social contract,” 

Jensen reasoned, offered women an avenue to equal rights. However, other scholars 

recognize that the application of the social contract is inherently unequal across U.S. 

citizens. Carole Pateman argues that a “sexual contract” predates any social contract. 

She writes that “the social contract is a story of freedom; the sexual contract is a story 

of subjection.”187 As Pateman suggests, not all civic rights and responsibilities are 

codified in laws. Lauren Berlant argues that citizenship can also be understood as 

“experiential” and “vernacular.”188 According to Berlant, individuals come to 

“understand their relation to state power and social membership,” not only through 

laws, but also through their actions and the actions and words of others.189  

Citizenship can also be understood as “a mode of public engagement.”190 

Robert Asen’s “Discourse Theory on Citizenship” calls on scholars to interrogate 
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questions pertaining to “how people enact” citizenship, moving its understanding 

beyond “what counts” as citizenship.191 Individuals can “enact” citizenship through a 

myriad of discursive acts, many of which may not be tied to legal rights and 

responsibilities. This perspective allows scholars to understand how “opportunities 

for and meanings of enactment differ,” reflecting the intersectional nature of civic 

performance.192 Gender, race, social class, and other social positions shape how 

individuals enact citizenship. Many scholars have explored how women “performed” 

citizenship separate from their legal status.193 The public and government officials 

often judge, laud, or discipline these performances on the grounds of “authenticity”—

comparing women’s civic actions to the historically-contingent, contested standards 

of “real” citizenship.   

Citizenship and Authenticity  

This study also posits authenticity as a critical component of civic discourse 

during the Great War era. During this era, government officials and members of the 

public monitored, celebrated, and disciplined civic performances to ensure that 

marginalized groups embodied authentic American ideals and gender roles. Leslie 

Hahner notes that throughout the first two decades of the twentieth century, the “true 

American patrolled the populace by knowing an authentic American when she saw 

one.”194 Public anxieties about authenticity and civic roles can be traced back to the 

foundations of Western political thought.195 Shawn J. Parry-Giles explains that 

modern understandings of authenticity are “often grounded in assumptions of 

morality, truth, individualism, and culture.”196 These assumptions are used to assess 
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potential and current citizens’ character, as well as their ability to embody national 

ideals. 

 Historically, government officials and the public assessed character in order 

to distinguish between authentic and inauthentic citizens. The Alien and Sedition Acts 

of 1795 mandated “good moral character” as a requirement for legal citizenship status 

and this concept continues to be used as grounds to deport an individual or deny a 

citizenship application.197 Citizenship laws and civic education throughout the 

nineteenth and twentieth centuries framed the “most authentic” American citizens as 

“white, Protestant, male, and Anglo-Saxon” who were willing to die for the nation.198 

This study interrogates the ways that Gold Star discourse perpetuated, redefined, and 

challenged this civic ideal.  

Scholars have interrogated how the media, corporations, and public officials 

frame authenticity as a natural state rather than a socially- and discursively-

constructed concept. In her study of women and politics, Parry-Giles reveals how 

rhetorics of authenticity can be employed to exalt women who conform to gendered 

norms and discipline women who challenge these historical ideologies.199 Similarly, 

Greg Dickinson analyzes how seemingly natural “markers” of authenticity are 

constituted through rhetoric.200 As many challenged traditional gender roles during 

the Great War era, government officials utilized discourses of authenticity to reaffirm 

the connection between motherhood, whiteness, and women’s citizenship. These 

constructs functioned to further marginalize women who could not embody a white, 

maternal performance of citizenship and failed to get on the pro-war bandwagon.  
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Marginalized groups have historically struggled to embody and redefine the 

traditional ideals of American citizenship. Anna Hartnell contends that the terms 

“black” and “American” have historically been “pit[ted] against one another” in 

American political discourse.201 Amy J. Wan notes that citizenship status can be 

questioned based on legal status, literacy, appearance, or adherence to cultural 

norms.202 Even though the avenues to acquire legal citizenship may be clearly 

explicated by governments, Wan makes the point that “the path to acquire full 

citizenship—citizenship beyond the legal status” or “access to all society’s resources 

is not clear-cut.”203 May Joseph contends that marginalized groups often must 

undergo the process of “reinventing themselves” in order to fit into “prevalent notions 

of authentic citizenship.”204 Members of the public learn what it means to be an 

authentic citizen through formal and informal discourses, including, among others: 

“public images, official definitions, informal customary practice, nostalgic longings, 

accrued historical memory and material culture, comforting mythologies of 

reinvention, and lessons learned from the past.”205 Joseph contends that this diverse 

range of authenticity discourses explicitly and implicitly create a hierarchy between 

“authentic citizens,” “emergent political subjects,” “immigrant aspirants,” and 

“inauthentic minorities.”206 Melissa V. Harris-Perry notes that black women are 

“rarely recognized as archetypal citizens,” illustrating how intersecting hierarchies of 

power marginalize women of color.207 As this project will show, this hierarchy can 

create competition among marginalized groups as they struggle to be recognized as 

authentic and full citizens. Some African American Gold Star Pilgrims, for example, 
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asserted that they were more authentic citizens than immigrant women who were not 

segregated during the voyages.  

Others used the same rhetorics of authenticity to alter the meaning of the 

citizen ideal. Sociologist Randolph Hohle illustrates how black nationalists 

challenged white norms of civic authenticity and asserted “black authenticity” in 

order to “redefine and then use an empowered black culture as the means of achieving 

economic and political power.”208 Hohle claims that black nationalists subverted 

“good black citizen” narratives by rejecting the liberal notion that equality could be 

achieved through the individual advancement and cooperation with white America.209 

This study illuminates the ways that African American Gold Star Pilgrims grappled 

with similar tensions between national and racial interpretations of authentic 

citizenship.  

Throughout the Great War era, the Americanization movement informed 

popular understandings of the difference between authentic and inauthentic citizens. 

Hahner describes how Americanization efforts prescribed the ways that citizens 

should “act, think and ultimately feel.”210 Americanization proponents, in 

distinguishing authentic and inauthentic performances of citizenships, argued for a 

unified national identity. Leroy G. Dorsey describes how Theodore Roosevelt and 

other Americanization leaders called on immigrants, women, and African Americans 

to “discard the significance they attributed to their culture of origin” and embrace the 

“true American ideals.”211 While primarily focused on immigrants, Americanization 

efforts also called on all Americans to embrace ambiguous ideals of unity and 
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patriotism over peace movements or other movements for social, political, and 

economic equality.  

Americanization rhetoric reinforced a dichotomy between authentic and 

inauthentic performances of women’s citizenship. Historian John F. McClymer notes 

that “women mattered to Americanizers as mothers and homemakers,” reifying 

traditional gender roles.212 Many Americanization efforts led by women focused on 

educating immigrant mothers about authentic American values so that they could 

raise their sons to be loyal citizens. In addition, the movement reified traditional roles 

for all Americans at a time when many women activists sought to challenge the 

norms of gendered political action. Theodore Roosevelt summarized these traditional 

gendered responsibilities at the turn of the century during his “The Strenuous Life” 

speech, where he reminded the nation: 

The man must be glad to do a man’s work, to dare and endure and to labor; to 
keep himself, and to keep those dependent upon him. The woman must be a 
housewife, the helpmeet of the homemaker, the wise and fearless mother of 
many healthy children.213 
 

Roosevelt asserted that men and women contributed to the public good by performing 

traditional gender roles. Gold Star discourse exalted women who embodied these 

performances of “authentic womanhood” and condemned women who challenged 

traditional gender norms.214 

Scholars have also explored how the construct of authenticity informs the 

social contract. Thomas Ricento argues that Americanization discourse framed “some 

groups (Caucasian/European), religions (Christianity), and languages (English) as 

being more authentically ‘American’ than others” and consequently considered more 

deserving of civic rights.215 As a result, marginalized communities, particularly 
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immigrants, women, and persons of color, must “prove” their ability to embody the 

authentic American ideals as they advocate for full citizenship rights and political 

recognition. These communities must “earn” the same civic rights bestowed upon 

native-born white men at birth.216 After the Great War, government officials and 

Pilgrimage advocates simultaneously framed Gold Star Pilgrimages as a reward for 

women’s civic service and a responsibility to commemorate men’s sacrifice.  

Commemoration functions as one way that individuals enact, perpetuate, and 

challenge notions of authentic citizenship. Commemorations serve as models of civic 

identity and outlets of civic performance. Ekaterina V. Haskins notes that these 

practices can envision “models of civic identity” and “stage experiences through 

which people come to embrace or reject these models.”217 Such examples can include 

memorials, national holidays, commemorative speeches, and trips to battlegrounds. 

These commemorative acts are rhetorical because they involve the “coordination of 

individual and group memories, whose results may appear consensual when they are 

in fact the product of processes of intense contest, struggle, and, in some instances, 

annihilation.”218 Commemorative acts can also reflect and reinforce the unequal 

status of marginalized groups in the United States and function as “ideological 

battlegrounds.”219 This study treats Gold Star Pilgrimages—acts of 

commemoration—as “ideological battlegrounds” over meanings of authentic 

maternal citizenship. 

Citizenship and Motherhood 

 Scholars illustrate how rhetorics of motherhood have enabled and constrained 

women’s citizenship. Lindal Buchanan explains that maternal rhetorics “prove to be 



 43 

slippery rhetorical terrain for women, on one hand affording them authority and 

credibility but, on the other hand, positioning them disadvantageously within the 

gendered status quo.”220 Women political actors have invoked their status as 

biological mothers in order to assert political power while conforming to societal 

standards of normative gender behavior.221 Others may downplay their motherhood as 

a means to avoid the sexist criticism that many working mothers must confront—

choosing a public job can undermine a mother’s ability to raise her children.222 

Indeed, Americans have long debated women’s biological right and responsibility to 

reproduce in a wide range of contexts from contraception and forced sterilization to 

abortion rights and the childfree movement.223 This study explores the ways that Gold 

Star mothers utilized rhetorics of biological motherhood after their sons’ wartime 

death in order to advocate for the Pilgrimages.  

Women rhetors may also use rheotrics of symbolic motherhood as a means to 

assert their political voice. Mari Boor Tonn explains that symbolic motherhood 

invokes women’s perceived duty to champion “physical preservation, fostering of 

emotional and intellectual growth, and development of group identity and social 

responsibility.”224 Throughout the nineteenth and twentieth century, many women 

utilized this rhetorical appeal to enter the male-dominated public sphere and advocate 

for various social reforms. Symbolic motherhood allowed women to reconcile public 

action with traditional gender norms, framing gender difference as an asset rather 

than a liability.225 Women could enter policy debates from what many claimed was an 

“apolitical” perspective, speaking on behalf of ideals like morality, patriotism, and 

peace instead of their own self-interest. While often framing their action as apolitical, 
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women utilize rhetorics of symbolic motherhood to advocate for political causes 

across historical and ideological spectrums—from antislavery reform to 

environmental justice and disability rights.226 Katie L. Gibson and Amy L. Heyse 

illustrate how women political candidates can craft a “persona of motherhood” and 

then employ that persona to support a political party’s “celebration of hegemonic 

masculinity.”227 These scholars explore rhetorics of symbolic motherhood that uplift 

and discipline women’s voices in the political sphere.   

Rhetorics of symbolic motherhood can also constrain political action, 

relegating women to national and moral symbols instead of political actors. Women, 

framed as the symbolic mothers of the nation, can be exalted through wartime 

propaganda. Lorraine Bayard de Volo explains that “maternal imagery is emotionally 

evocative and thus a powerful symbolic resource in garnering support for the war. . . . 

[T]he construction of maternal identities for the war effort has implications for 

women’s place in postwar societies.”228 Throughout the Great War era, women 

sought to channel this symbolic power of motherhood to advocate for access to civic 

rights—both the right to vote and the right to commemorate. Zillah Eisenstein argues 

that proclamations like “women are mothers to all children of the nation,” are 

grounded in the “fictive powers” of motherhood and stands in contrast to the lived 

reality of most women.229 The symbolic power of motherhood, Eisenstein asserts, 

does not always translate to political, social, or economic power. Instead, it has 

historically functioned to frame women as mothers first and individuals second, 

framing women’s individual rights as subordinate.  
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This study interrogates how women utilized, redefined, and confronted these 

rhetorics of motherhood in order to define different visions of maternal citizenship. 

Drawing on Linda Kerber’s conception of “republican motherhood,” Francine 

D’Amico traces the ways that conceptions of “maternal citizenship” have evolved 

during times of war in the United States, specifically to counter narratives that “real 

citizens are soldiers and conversely only soldiers are real citizens.”230 D’Amico 

explains this form of citizenship highlights how rhetorics of war seek to frame 

women’s “different but comparable responsibilities to the community” while the 

nation is at war.231 Maternal citizenship is grounded in traditional gender roles, which 

posit that men fight in wars while women give life to the men who put their lives on 

the line for the nation. However, some women also framed pacifism as a 

responsibility of maternal citizenship, asserting that women best serve the nation by 

working to prevent and end war.232 Within and outside the context of war, Paige 

Meltzer explains that rhetorics of “maternal citizenship” often position the “health of 

the individual family, the local community, and the nation” over the individual rights 

of women.233 To such ends, notions of women’s natural and civic rights are 

suppressed in favor of their responsibilities as mothers—placing the focus on their 

service to the nation over any expectations of rights all their own (e.g., movement for 

the Equal Rights Amendment). These rights are further restricted for women facing 

other citizenship obstacles associated with race, class, and immigration.  

Theories of Intersectionality 

Theories of intersectionality also guide this study. Vivian May defines 

intersectionality as a way to understand “lived identities as interlaced” and systems of 
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power as “mutually reinforcing.”234 Expanding on what Frances Beale described as 

“double jeopardy” in 1970, intersectionality developed as a means to describe the 

lived experiences of women of color in the United States.235 Black feminist scholars 

in the 1980s argued that feminist scholarship did not reflect the lived experiences of 

women of color. A collection of essays, published in 1982—All Women are White, 

All Blacks are Men, Some of Us are Brave—illustrated how feminist scholarship 

focused on the experiences of white women and race scholars focused on the 

experiences of black men. These scholars, according to Gloria T. Hull and Barbara 

Smith, erased black women’s experience from scholarship.236 Barbara Smith wrote 

that black feminist criticism must embody “the realization that the politics of sex as 

well as the politics of race and class are crucially interlocking factors.”237 Kimberlé 

Crenshaw theorized about the need to move away from a “single-axis” framework to 

reflect the “multidimensional” realities of black women’s lives.238 “Woman” cannot 

then be analyzed as a monolithic category because of dynamic, interlocking social 

positions.  

I utilize an intersectional approach to illuminate how women’s multilayered 

identities shaped and were shaped by Gold Star discourse. Gold Star Pilgrims were 

not a homogenous group of women. Yuval-Davis asserts that studies of women’s 

citizenship should not only compare women’s experience to their male counterparts, 

but also to other “women’s affiliation with dominant and subordinate groups.”239 My 

study illuminates the complex power dynamics between the state and women and 

among Gold Star Pilgrims and motherhood. Vivian May posits that intersectionality 

“contests conventional ways of thinking about domination, subordination, and 
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resistance: it approaches privilege and oppression as concurrent and relational and 

attends to within-group differences and inequities, not just between-group power 

dynamics.”240 Gold Star mothers actively subordinated other mothers. For example, 

the American Gold Star Mothers Association only extended membership to mothers 

of the “Caucasian” race.241 Pilgrimage advocates fought for equal accommodations 

for women of all social classes but would not condemn unequal or segregated 

accommodations for African American women.242  

Précis 

My analysis unfolds in a chronological manner, starting in 1914 and ending in 

1933. This 29-year period begins with the rise of peace and preparedness movements 

in the United States, coinciding with the outbreak of the Great War, the passage of the 

Nineteenth Amendment, and ends with the last Gold Star Pilgrimage. Each chapter 

analyzes the many voices that created, shaped, and challenged ascriptive visions of 

maternal citizenship through news interviews, speeches, pamphlets, essays, and other 

modes of public communication. This multi-vocal analysis best illuminates how the 

Pilgrimages functioned as a gendered and racialized performances of citizenship.  

Chapter One traces the discourse that informed maternal citizenship—and in 

turn Gold Star discourse—as America stood on the precipice of the Great War and 

women’s suffrage. Intersecting with suffrage debates, peace and preparedness 

advocates debated the future of women’s citizenship through the lens of motherhood. 

This chapter analyzes how competing depictions of peace and preparedness shaped 

ascriptive rhetorics of maternal citizenship during the pre-war years. President 

Woodrow Wilson ran for re-election in 1916 with the campaign slogan, “He Kept Us 
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Out of the War.”243 While he initially opposed entry into the war, Wilson advocated 

for a state of national preparedness during the election. In response, Congress passed 

legislation that expanded the Navy, Army, and National Guard.244 Wilson’s push for 

preparedness sparked a contentious debate over mothers’ wartime responsibilities.245 

Peace organizations like the Woman’s Peace Party asserted that mothers, as “life-

nourishers,” must “revolt” against preparedness efforts to save current and future 

generations.246 Women’s preparedness groups formed, in part, to counter the WPP’s 

vision of maternal citizenship— arguing that if women wanted to enjoy the 

“privileges of citizenship” then they needed to accept the “duty of defense,” and send 

their sons to war.247 American entry into the World War and the Espionage and 

Sedition Acts suppressed most peace movement rhetoric in the United States. In 

addition, the Committee on Public Information (CPI) sought to appropriate maternal 

peace arguments to frame authentic maternal citizenship in terms of war support.  

This chapter analyzes speeches, magazine articles, CPI pamphlets, and other texts 

created by and about the women’s peace (e.g., Woman’s Peace Party) and 

preparedness (e.g., Woman’s Section of the Navy League) movements.  

Chapter Two analyzes the 1920s debate over Gold Star Pilgrimage legislation. 

This chapter seeks to understand how Gold Star Pilgrimage debates functioned as 

reactionary rhetoric, designed to reify women’s roles as republican mothers rather 

than citizens deserving of full rights and freedoms under the Constitution. 

Specifically, I consider how government officials and Pilgrimage advocates 

constituted the sacrifice of their sons as the civic responsibility of Gold Star mothers. 

In the post-war and post-suffrage era, patriotic women’s organizations argued for 
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government-funded voyages to their sons’ European graves.248 Gold Star mothers 

testified during congressional hearings that every mother, regardless of social class, 

earned the right to visit the grave of her son.249 Yet, from 1919 to 1929, Congress, 

patriotic organizations, and other women’s auxiliary groups debated who counted as 

an authentic Gold Star Pilgrim.250 The sacrifice of a son during war did not 

automatically warrant the privileges of a Gold Star Pilgrim. Through this deliberative 

process, Congress created a government-sanctioned model of maternal citizenship. 

For this chapter, I analyze five House and Senate hearings focused on the Gold Star 

Pilgrimages that took place between 1920 and 1929. I also examine the advocacy 

efforts of patriotic organizations like the American War Mothers, Gold Star 

organizations, and opposition groups during the same time period.  

Chapter Three analyzes discourse surrounding the government’s 1930 

decision to segregate Gold Star Pilgrimages. This chapter considers how African 

American Gold Star Pilgrims rhetorically navigated conflicting views of authentic 

maternal citizenship. One month before the first Pilgrimage, War Department 

officials announced that African American Gold Star Pilgrims would embark on 

segregated voyages that took on the Jim Crow restrictions of the era. I analyze 

Department of War segregation statements and public responses to the segregation 

made between 1930 through 1933. The decision to segregate caused significant public 

debate. Newspapers like the Baltimore Afro-American and likeminded activists 

asserted that an African American Gold Star Pilgrim could only embody the ideals of 

maternal citizenship by boycotting the Gold Star Pilgrimages and speaking out 

against segregation. U.S. government officials framed African American Gold Star 
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Pilgrims as disloyal and ungrateful when boycotting the Pilgrimages. Women had to 

navigate these conflicting, ascriptive messages about their citizenship.  

The Conclusion considers the implications of this study by exploring how the 

ideals of maternal citizenship during the Great War era continue to permeate 

contemporary political discourse. Cindy Sheehan and Ghazala Khan represent two 

contemporary Gold Star mothers who sought to define their political actions as 

extensions of their maternal citizenship. Yet, this ideal remains constrained by 

traditional ideologies of motherhood and ascriptive citizenship.  

 The contemporary use of Gold Star discourse to facilitate and constrain 

women’s voices illustrates the need to understand how Gold Star Pilgrimages shaped 

historic and contemporary definitions of maternal citizenship. This study is designed 

to enrich understandings of women’s public address during the Great War and 

suffrage era. Most feminist rhetorical studies grounded in the early twentieth century 

focus on individual suffragists or the suffrage movement in terms of voting rights.251 

This study explores multiple ways women conceptualized citizenship in an era of 

progress, prejudice, and change. E. Michelle Ramsey argues that “once we begin 

looking at the representations of different groups of women in response to a number 

of cultural developments, feminist rhetorical scholars can begin to piece together the 

enormous puzzle that is women's history in the United States.”252 This study posits 

the Great War as an understudied era of women’s public address.253 During this time, 

Gold Star discourse articulated, confirmed, and contested traditional ideals of 

maternal citizenship.  
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Chapter 1:                                                                          

Performing Peace: Defining Maternal Citizenship During the 

Early Great War Era, 1914-1917 

 
 
 

To honor Mothers’ Day 1918, government officials released numerous 

statements urging the nation to pray for soldiers’ mothers. Major General John J. 

Ryan declared that “the fullest measure of sacrifice in war is made by mothers. That 

their fortitude and spirit of sacrifice can be stimulated and strengthened by prayer will 

not be doubted.”1 President Wilson asked the public to revere the “patriotic sacrifices 

which are being so freely and generously made by mothers of our land so unselfishly 

offering their sons to bear arms, and, if need be, to die in defense of liberty of 

justice.”2 Secretary of Navy Josephus Daniels reminded the nation that “it is always 

true that the morale of a nation’s soldiers and the ideals for which they fight are born 

in the spiritual heroism of a nation’s mother.”3 Dr. Anna Howard Shaw, Chair of the 

Women’s Committee of the Council of National Defense, called on mothers to 

“rejoice that they, too, may serve in the same great struggle for justice, and that with 

every rising son they may rejoice that they are mothers of men who hold that honor is 

more precious than life and that the crowning glories of nations.”4 These messages 

articulated a uniform ideal of women’s citizenship during war—a mother must 

willingly sacrifice her son for the nation. This ideal arose after a bitter rhetorical 
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struggle over a mother’s civic duty that preceded American entry into the Great War 

and the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment.  

From 1914-1917, maternal rhetorics of peace and preparedness reflected 

conflicting visions of women’s wartime responsibility. Women’s peace organizations 

proclaimed that mothers must protect their sons from the horrors of war. Conversely, 

women’s preparedness auxiliaries countered that mothers must prepare their sons to 

fight for the nation. I argue that the Gold Star ideal of maternal sacrifice arose from 

these warring visions.5 As America drew closer to entering the Great War, 

government officials and popular media appropriated peace arguments to encourage 

mothers to sacrifice their sons during the war. Censorship laws and public pressure 

limited peace advocates’ ability to challenge this appropriation. This government 

ideal of maternal citizenship, rooted in earlier conceptions of republican motherhood, 

later commemorated by Gold Star Pilgrimages, emerged from this era as a woman 

who patriotically sacrificed her son for the enduring cause of peace.  

This chapter traces the rhetorical evolution of maternal civic duty during the 

early years of the Great War era. First, I discuss how rhetorics of women’s suffrage 

shaped and were shaped by the peace and preparedness movements during the pre-

war years. Second, I analyze how the peace movement stood in stark contrast against 

the preparedness movement to define competing conceptions of maternal civic duty 

as the United States prepared to enter the Great War. Third, I illustrate how 

government officials, in collaboration with popular media, appropriated peace 

arguments to define mothers’ wartime responsibility. Specifically, I trace how The 

Ladies’ Home Journal outlined an ideal of wartime motherhood using the language of 
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peace. Finally, I interrogate how the government disciplined women who spoke out 

against this state-crafted vision of maternal citizenship.  

Debating Women’s Suffrage Through Rhetorics of War 

Prominent American suffragists and anti-suffragists separately mobilized to 

influence wartime policies and public opinion as fighting broke out in Europe. As a 

result, women’s suffrage debates bled into public deliberations over America’s 

involvement in the Great War. William G. Ross explains that “many suffragists were 

pacifists .  .  . prominent in the prewar peace movement.”6 In contrast, anti-suffragists 

most often aligned themselves with the “doctrine of preparedness,” which Leslie A. 

Hahner defines as “a widespread movement for building the nation’s military strength 

and patriotism.”7 Prominent anti-suffragists, like the President of the National 

Association Opposed to Woman Suffrage (NAOWS), were founding members of 

preparedness auxiliaries like the Woman’s Section of the Navy League (WSNL).8 

Susan E. Marshall describes how antisuffragists “attempted to present a consistently 

noble, self-sacrificing antifeminist image in contrast to the blatant self-interest of 

suffragists demanding rights” through their preparedness work during the years 

before the United States entered the Great War.9 These distinctions became blurred 

during the months leading up to the United States declaring war on Germany. The 

following section describes the formation of the Woman’s Peace Party (WPP) and 

WSNL and how the question of suffrage shaped their maternal rhetoric.  

Women led many peace organizations and actions during the Great War era. 

Barbara J. Steinson argues that there would not have been a “viable” U.S. peace 

movement without women’s leadership.10 In 1914, 1,500 women marched down New 
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York City streets in the name of peace and to keep America out of the war. The New 

York Times warned readers that the Woman’s Peace Parade served as “evidence of 

the definite determination of women to exert a practical influence on a field of public 

action from which in the past they have been almost wholly withdrawn. Those who 

do not look on this prospect with much satisfaction must at least take cognizance of 

the fact and prepare to reckon with it.”11 Critics of women’s political participation 

would have to “reckon” with significant peace activities led by women throughout the 

Great War era.  

Founded less than a year after the Woman’s Peace Parade by Jane Addams 

and Carrie Chapman Catt, the WPP emerged as the largest peace organization for 

women in the United States.12 Harnessing anti-war sentiment, the WPP quickly 

gained over 40,000 members around the nation. WPP founding platform sought to 

enlist “American women in arousing the nations to respect the sacredness of human 

life and to abolish war.”13 The WPP national platform also decried “racial injustice” 

as an hinderance to lasting peace but historian Joyce Blackwell notes that “many 

members were reluctant to accept, and an equal number adamantly opposed to the 

acceptance of, black members.”14 As a result, the intersections of racism, 

preparedness, and war were rarely mentioned in WPP rhetoric during the years 

leading up to American entry into the war.15 WPP state and local branches varied 

widely in terms of ideology and discursive action, which created organizational 

discord as the United States moved closer to declaring war on Germany.16   

While national WPP leadership was composed of prominent suffragists, not 

all WPP branches endorsed women’s voting rights. The official WPP platform listed 
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suffrage as an organizing principle but state and local branches were not required to 

adopt the entire national platform in their own constitutions.17 WPP-Massachusetts 

attempted to repeal women’s suffrage from the national platform at the 1916 

convention.18 WPP-Connecticut adopted their own statement about the vote, which 

asserted that the WPP was not meant to be “suffrage propaganda.”19 One Maryland 

branch of WPP removed suffrage from their state platform and forbade members 

from bringing up the “suffrage question” during meetings.20 Even with these internal 

debates about voting rights, Harriet Hyman Alonso explains that the WPP was 

viewed by the public as the “suffrage wing of the peace movement and the pacifist 

wing of the suffrage movement.”21 As a result, the actions of all women peace 

advocates were often attributed to the WPP even if they were not official members.  

Women’s duty to end war could only be fulfilled, WPP national officers 

maintained, through gaining the right to vote. The fifth plank of the national platform 

described the organization’s commitment to the “further humanizing of governments 

by the extension of the franchise to women.”22 If mothers could vote, WPP members 

argued, then there would be no more war because women functioned as natural 

caregivers to children of the world. The Woman’s Journal hypothesized that 

“woman’s suffrage . . . would not only render wars less frequent but make war 

impossible.”23 Peace advocates posited that women, as current or future mothers, 

would always vote in the name of peace not preparedness. These arguments reflected 

what Belinda A. Stillion Southard describes as an “idealization of motherhood” in 

some suffrage rhetoric that challenged traditional gender norms while simultaneously 

defining motherhood as inherently “sacred.”24 Novelist Mary Johnston declared that 
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“the mother sex does not like to see its offspring killed or maimed . . . the mass of 

their ballots will go, I think, into the side of the balance marked Peace.”25 Women, 

many reasoned, would use the vote to fulfill their responsibility to protect the nation 

from war atrocities. Anti-suffragists and women’s patriotic organizations challenged 

the WPP definition of maternal responsibility and the meaning of peace.  

The women’s preparedness movement arose, in part, as a reaction to the 

growing popularity of the WPP. The WSNL, the largest female preparedness 

organization, was formed in 1915 as the “most timely protest against the ‘peace at 

any price’ propaganda circulated in the names of women.”26 The WSNL and other 

patriotic organizations wrote articles, gave speeches, and organized educational 

activities to urge mothers’ support of preparedness activities and the mobilization of 

American troops.27 By the end of 1915, over 100,000 women signed the WSNL 

pledge to support “patriotism, Americanism, and national defense.”28 Women’s 

preparedness organizations often did not have the same level of autonomy as the 

WPP and reported to the all-male leadership of organizations like the Navy League.29 

Similar to the WPP, women’s preparedness and patriotic organizations were not 

monolithic. Some advocated for efforts that focused on citizenship training and 

military drills for young men, while other organizations advocated for immediate 

American entry into war.30 Both forms of preparedness argued that mothers had a 

duty to prepare their sons to serve the nation during times of war. 

Suffragists, some preparedness advocates claimed, used the WPP as a façade 

for radical agitation designed to destroy traditional motherhood. One WSNL member 

remarked that “the suffrage leaders seized on the Peace Party with the avidity” in 
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order to elevate their own political status and eliminate their maternal responsibility 

to the nation.31 They argued WPP members advocated for their own selfish interests 

over the good of the nation and would be “morally responsible for the thousands of 

American boys needlessly killed or wounded.”32 By advocating for suffrage as an 

avenue for peace, preparedness advocates framed WPP members as unpatriotic and 

unworthy of full citizenship. One New York Times editorial questioned, “And, what, 

anyhow, is the organization that calls itself the Woman’s Peace Party . . . [They are 

women] in whom the spirit of patriotism has either died out or never developed—of 

persons who not only feel but say, that neither rights nor liberty are worth fighting 

for.”33 The WPP, the editorial reasoned, believed their personal fight for the vote 

superseded the national fight for security. A woman who could not be loyal to her 

nation during times of war, preparedness advocates argued, could not be trusted with 

the vote during times of peace. 

Preparedness advocates highlighted the WPP’s suffrage arguments as 

evidence of how the vote would corrupt women’s maternal role in the nation. 

Josephine Dodge, NAOWS President and WSNL founding member, decreed that “the 

truly patriotic woman . . . will ask for no reward” in return for service to the nation.34 

Dodge claimed that suffragists would use the vote for selfish reasons, placing their 

individual needs above the needs of the nation. Similarly, WSNL member and 

Corresponding Secretary of the Massachusetts Women’s Anti-Suffrage Association 

Mary B. Strong echoed this belief when she mockingly described the “Suffrage 

Woman’s Peace Party” as a “mad philosopher who suggested it would be well to 

profit by the eruption of Vesuvius [volcano] in order to boil an egg.”35 Like many 
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WSNL members, Strong described American entry into the war as an inevitability 

and a means to achieve world peace through victory. She claimed that the WPP 

attempted to exploit the conditions of the Great War in order to devalue traditional 

motherhood. Echoing republication motherhood ideology, she questioned: “What is 

the work of women? In this field as in all others it is not to try to compel, but to 

educate. . . . The suffragist in an enemy to the diffusion of the peace spirit, because 

she would force women into political warfare, where contention is bred.”36 Strong 

believed that women could only remain symbols of peace if they stayed out of the 

political sphere. This supports Kristy Maddux’s scholarly assertion that anti-

suffragists during this era “reframed woman suffrage from a ‘right’ to a ‘duty,’” 

which would not serve the interests of the common good.37 Through rhetorics of 

preparedness, anti-suffragists claimed that the vote would diminish women’s ability 

to serve as a moral compass in the private sphere. As “mothers of men” instead of 

political actors, Strong claimed that the antisuffragist “has the true vision of the road 

that leads to a lasting peace.”38 WSNL members claimed women did not need the 

vote to equally serve the nation as mothers of future soldiers.  

Crafting Competing Visions of Maternal Duty 

Although peace and preparedness advocates channeled their discourse into 

opposing efforts, both invoked ideologies of motherhood to frame women’s wartime 

responsibilities. Advocates from both sides utilized rhetorics of symbolic motherhood 

to validate their entry into male-dominated debates about war.39 Women, according to 

these advocates, provided a critical perspective on war that their male counterparts 

lacked. The WPP grounded the rationale for women’s peace demands in maternal 
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sentiment and responsibility. The WPP’s preamble read, “[As] the mother half of 

humanity, we demand that our right to be consulted in the settlement of question 

concerning not alone the life of individuals but of nations be recognized and 

respected. . . . We demand that women be given a share in deciding between war and 

peace in all the high courts of debate.”40 According to the WPP, women served as the 

natural “custodians of life” and therefore must be included in war policy discussions 

in all spheres of influence.41 Many preparedness advocates used strikingly similar 

language to advocate for women’s role in wartime debates. Vylla Poe Wilson, WSNL 

Organizing Secretary, argued that women provided a unique, maternal perspective to 

the preparedness movement. She wrote:  

There is no more important duty before American women today than the 
imperative need of arousing her countrymen and women to the need of 
national defense. Conservation is natural to womankind and to preserve and 
conserve this country for posterity through national preparedness is a present-
day duty. Woman has always been the conservator of the home life. It is only 
just that her voice, raised in a cry for preparedness to protect the lives and 
homes she has been the chief factor in building up, should be harkened onto.42  
 

Wilson explained that women should naturally support the preparedness movement 

because of their desire for sons to emerge victorious (and alive) from battle.  

Women’s peace and preparedness movements also employed rhetorics of 

biological motherhood to support their entry into war debates. A mother who birthed 

a solider, these advocates argued, deserved a voice in wartime decisions; similar to 

businessmen who manufactured weaponry or politicians who created war strategy. 

Anna Howard Shaw addressed the inaugural meeting of the WPP and asked the 

audience “shall the very sex who furnished more than mere implements of war, shall 

that sex sit dumb in the face of outrage and that which deeply concerns them?”43 For 
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Shaw and other WPP members, women had a right to speak out against war because 

war “destroyed the product of their labor”—their sons.44 Preparedness advocates 

echoed this biological motherhood argument. During the first Women’s National 

Defense Conference, organized by the WSNL in 1915, women invoked biological 

motherhood as they spoke in front of military personnel like then Secretary of Navy 

Franklin D. Roosevelt and manufacturing leaders. They argued that women must be 

recognized as critical voices in the preparedness movement because they produced 

the most critical war equipment—soldiers. One speech bluntly explicated why a 

mother had the right to engage in preparedness debates: “For every rifle, there must 

be a man manufactured by some woman to pull the trigger and push the shells into the 

magazine. . . . You cannot have any preparedness for war except such as is based 

upon the assumption that women will continue to supply you indefinitely with the 

chief material for war.”45 Peace and preparedness advocates both utilized biological 

and symbolic motherhood appeals to justify their wartime advocacy. However, 

advocates utilized these appeals to frame mothers’ civic responsibility in vastly 

different ways. The following sections illustrate how peace and preparedness 

advocates defined a mother’s civic responsibility differently to the nation and to her 

son. 

Responsibility to nation 

 Many women affiliated with the peace movement argued that mothers must 

use their influence to keep the nation out of war. Emmeline Pethick-Lawrence 

asserted in a 1914 Harpers’ Weekly article that, “Women all over the world, speaking 

broadly, have one passion and one vocation, and that is the creation and preservation 
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of human life. . . . The woman’s movement has awakened women to their great 

responsibilities as natural custodians of the human race.”46 Her article echoed popular 

claims that women, as “natural” gatekeepers of life, should use their influence to keep 

the nation’s sons from dying overseas.47 Many peace advocates contended that, 

similar to a mother’s duty to keep her son out of playground fights, all women 

citizens must work to keep the nation from fighting overseas. Women’s responsibility 

to protect the nation from the horrors of war, according to this line of reasoning, 

stemmed from their natural maternal instinct.  

 Women active in the peace movement claimed that a mother’s civic duty 

extended beyond the borders of her nation. The WPP argued that women acted not 

only as citizens of their individual nations, but citizens of the world. They reasoned 

that all women, driven by maternal sentiment and an intrinsic spirit of 

internationalism, would unite against war. In 1914, Carrie Chapman Catt, WPP co-

founder and NAWSA leader, called on women to rise up “as one woman; the 

motherhood of the world will refuse to give their sons to be shot in support of 

vagaries of monarchs or false deals of national honor.”48 According to Catt, women’s 

responsibilities transcended arbitrary national boundaries drawn by male politicians. 

She argued that women must infuse national debates about war, dominated by 

bombastic patriotic appeals by men, with a global perspective. In 1915, Jane Addams 

also emphasized women’s international civic perspective. She reasoned that 

“[Women] belong to the human race as whole and constitute a spiritual 

internationalism which surrounds and completes our national life, even as our 

national life itself surrounds and completes our family life; they do not conflict with 
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patriotism on one side any more than family devotion conflicts with it upon the 

other.”49 Addams’s speech reflected a discourse of symbolic motherhood in multiple 

ways. Utilizing familial metaphors, she argued that a woman’s devotion to peace 

parallels her natural devotion to the family. Second, she maintained that peace and 

patriotism are not incompatible. Women performed patriotism, Addams reasoned, by 

ensuring children’s safety in her own nation and around the world. This illustrates 

Christy Jo Snider’s assertation that the broader peace movement in the United States 

sought to reframe civic responsibility and demonstrate that “citizens could be 

patriotic by protecting their countries from wartime violence.” 50 Finally, Addams 

contended that women must rise above divisive war propaganda perpetuated by male 

politicians. The WPP maintained that women could infuse humanity and morality into 

political debates about war.  

In opposition to the WPP, preparedness advocates argued that loyal women 

citizens supported war readiness efforts. After the outbreak of war in 1914, Theodore 

Roosevelt urged all Americans to prepare for armed conflict. Roosevelt insisted that 

“[i]n the time of war every citizen in the Republic whenever the Republic needs him 

or her.”51 Roosevelt and other preparedness organizations called on women to prepare 

the nation for war. Mabel Boardman, representing the American Red Cross, reminded 

WSNL members that “it is patriotic for us to be prepared and patriotism is not a 

virtue, but a duty.”52 These patriotic efforts included: providing youth with a patriotic 

education, supporting compulsory military training, and advocating for increased 

military spending. Utilizing the language of symbolic motherhood, the WSNL framed 

women as responsible for rallying the patriotic spirit of America toward preparedness. 
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One WSNL member explained that “it is the very instinct of motherhood, which 

prompts me to work for a mighty first line of defense against war.”53 According to the 

WSNL, all mothers naturally protected her young from harm. In the same way a 

mother defended her children from harm, preparedness advocates reasoned that 

women citizens needed to ensure national defense from international threats. 

All citizens, preparedness advocates insisted, must sacrifice during war and 

mothers could not be exempted from this duty. If a mother evaded her duty to the 

nation, such logic suggested, then she could not be considered a loyal citizen. In a 

1916 Woman’s Home Companion article, writer Agnes Repplier posited that 

“citizenship embraces women as well as men. . . . They cannot escape their duty to 

the country by pleading their averseness to suffering, by dwelling on the fears and 

sorrows of motherhood.”54 She made the case that women’s so-called sentimental 

nature could not be used as an argument against war. Women, Repplier claimed, must 

be held to the same standard of citizenship as men because in the end, men and 

women must be equals in sacrifice in order to be considered equals as citizens.  

Preparedness advocates also invoked historical mothers to define women’s 

responsibility to the nation. “Spartan” mothers, they argued, served as an ideal model 

for maternal citizenship. American mothers, the WSNL maintained, must send their 

sons to “serve their country and come back with their shields on them just as 

cheerfully as did the Spartan women ages ago. I am with the new woman’s movement 

for patriotism and National Defense heart and soul.”55 Spartan mothers, preparedness 

advocates insisted, did not view their sons’ death as a sorrowful event, but instead the 

fulfillment of patriotic duty. The inability to fulfill this patriotic duty of sacrifice, they 
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claimed, would bring shame on both the son and mother. One preparedness advocate 

questioned, “Why will some mothers make a fool of themselves over their boys? 

Have they never read what the Spartan mothers did with the education of their young? 

. . . The fate of boys with fool mothers is worse than that of those who face war’s 

grim realities.”56 For many preparedness advocates, the dishonor of a son’s pacifism 

would be worse than his death on the battlefield.  

Revolutionary War and Civil War mothers also served as maternal models for 

preparedness advocates. Historical mothers, according to this line of argument, stood 

in contrast to the maternal ideal exalted by the peace movement. According to 

preparedness advocates, the WPP’s growing popularity did not reflect the “true” spirt 

of American womanhood. One woman called on mothers to reject WPP rhetoric by 

invoking the memory of wartime mothers from the Revolutionary War, Civil War, 

and Spanish-American War. She wrote, “if the mothers of heroes had clung and 

sniveled and been afraid for their boys, there perhaps wouldn’t be any free America 

for the world to look to.”57 If mothers followed the WPP model for civic action, this 

article posited, then foreign invaders could easily overtake American borders.  

Women, according to the preparedness movement, needed to embody the 

civic performances of the nation’s founding mothers. This illustrates Stuart 

Tannock’s scholarly assertion that “the nostalgic subject turns to the past to find/ 

construct sources of identity, agency, or community, that are felt to be lacking, 

blocked, subverted, or threatened in the present.”58 The WSNL asserted that the 

WPP’s vision of motherhood undermined centuries of women’s civic action in the 

United States. Mary A. Lockwood, DAR co-founder and WSNL member, blamed the 
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WPP for promoting a historically inaccurate narrative of women’s citizenship. She 

wrote:  

The assertion of professional peace advocates that the women of America are 
for peace, even at the price of dishonor . . . is a travesty on patriotism and an 
insult to the intelligence of American womanhood. Of course the women of 
this country want peace, as do all good citizens, but who can look back on the 
history of the women of this country in our struggle for independence and on 
both sides of the Civil War and say that our women are less patriotic than its 
men and less willing to suffer and make sacrifices so that our honor remain 
untarnished and our nation endure.59 
 

Loyal female citizens, preparedness advocates argued, secured their country’s safety 

and prosperity, no matter the cost. Grace M. Pierce, DAR Registrar, echoed these 

calls and urged women to join the WSNL to reclaim the patriotic spirit of America’s 

founding mothers. She wrote “it is time that the women of this country freed 

themselves from the stigma of standing for peace at any time. . . . The spirit of Martha 

Washington, Dolly Madison and Nancy Hanks still lives in this land.”60 Women, 

according to preparedness advocates, must embody the spirit of their foremothers in 

order to be authentic maternal citizens.  

Responsibility to son  

Echoing republican motherhood ideology, peace and preparedness advocates 

both argued that mothers must raise their sons to be good citizens. Both implied that a 

woman’s citizenship could be measured by her ability to influence the men around 

her to serve the nation. However, each side framed ideal male citizenship in divergent 

ways. Peace advocates argued that mothers must raise their sons to be citizens who 

worked in the name of peace and challenged rhetorics of war glory. For preparedness 

advocates, a mother needed to raise her son to be a good solider who followed orders.   
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Peace advocates argued that mothers did not raise their sons to be slaughtered 

during war. Sons, in this line of reasoning, did not achieve their civic potential if they 

died a horrible death on a battlefield. “I Did Not Raise My Boy to be a Soldier,” a 

top-ten song of 1915, illustrated the popularity of this message during the first years 

of the Great War.61 Titled “A Mother’s Plea for Peace,” the song’s illustrated sheet 

music featured a mother protectively embracing her son as a chaotic battle scene 

unfolded above their heads. Mothers, according to the song, had a duty to stop their 

son from going to war just “to shoot some other mother’s darling boy.”62 The lyrics 

echoed WPP arguments that a mother should encourage her son to oppose war and 

refuse to volunteer for military service.  

Maternal peace discourse sought to redefine men’s citizenship in terms of 

peace. R. Claire Synder explains that is the masculine ideal of U.S. citizenship is the 

“patriotic manly warrior,” who is willing to “risk one’s life for the good of one’s 

community or nation-state.”63 The WPP challenged this historic construct of men’s 

citizenship. Mothers, peace advocates insisted, must teach their sons to serve their 

nation through peace and settle differences without bloodshed. Fannie Fern Andrews, 

Secretary of the American School Peace League, described how children “must be 

taught the principles of co-operation and good-will as applied first to his family, then 

to his school, his town, his state, his nation and the family of nations.”64 If men 

learned how to settle differences peacefully at a young age, Andrews insisted, then 

war would become unnecessary. Preparedness advocates often romanticized war 

sacrifice, while peace advocates sought to explicate the realities of trench warfare. 

Mothers, peace advocates argued, should teach their sons to aspire for more than a 
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horrific death in a muddy European trench. Rose Dabney Forbes summarized this line 

of reasoning in a 1916 speech to the Executive Board of the National Civic 

Federation. She advocated for “civic citizenship,” positing that sons must be taught 

“to turn to their courage and energy of constructive service to their cities and to their 

counties. . . . It is a grave mistake to assume that the one and the highest form of 

service to one’s country is that of a soldier.”65 Forbes’s speech underscored a central 

tenant of the WPP platform: women could end war through fostering a civic 

education grounded in peace. Mothers, these advocates argued, must redefine the 

masculine tenets of courage and self-sacrifice for their sons. To do this, mothers 

would need to deconstruct historical narratives promoted by preparedness advocates, 

which asserted military service as the gold standard of citizenship. While many peace 

advocates focused on redefining good citizenship for the nation’s sons, others utilized 

maternal arguments to advocate for wartime policy changes.   

Peace advocates called on mothers not only to educate their sons for peace, 

but also actively protest to keep their sons from war. The WPP coordinated a 

telegram campaign to reach mothers across the nation. The telegram urged women to 

write President Wilson “for the sake of anxious mothers dreading that their sons may 

be added to the ten million men already killed off or crippled in this war.”66 The New 

York Times estimated that the telegram reached over one million women. Thousands 

of mothers heeded the WPP’s campaign calls and telegram companies were forced to 

make special arrangements with the White House to deliver the neutrality messages to 

Wilson.67 The WPP highlighted this campaign as evidence that mothers of nation 

wanted to keep their sons out of war.  
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Many preparedness advocates countered that childless WPP leaders had no 

right to lecture mothers about how to raise sons. Mrs. W.L. Putnam, a prominent 

preparedness advocate, warned that “The Woman’s Peace Party is one of the most 

dangerous movements which has threatened our emotional people for a long time. . . . 

[Most WPP leaders] are childless and many of whom are spinsters were lined up 

together and photographed as ‘mothers of men’ and no-one saw the absurdity of it 

all.”68 She implied that only biological mothers of future soldiers had a right to speak 

on behalf of mothers. Reiterating Putnam’s argument, WSNL member Dorothy Potter 

satirized childless WPP members who extoled the virtues of a “civic citizenship” 

education. She wrote: 

She didn’t raise her son to be a soldier for the very good reason that she has 
no boy to raise. But if she had one—even then—no indeed, she wouldn’t. She 
would raise a self-respecting, clear-thinking, upright sane citizen; not a 
hysterical militarist marching about with doubt in his eye and a gun on his 
shoulder. . . . But after all she has no son to raise; she isn’t a mother then. Oh, 
but you are wrong there; she is a mother, a world-mother, a mother of all the 
children of all the nations.69 
 

Preparedness advocates argued that childless pacifists, who could only claim 

symbolic motherhood, did not understand the “true” responsibility of motherhood. 

They decried these “sentimental pacifists” who attempted to derail “real” mothers’ 

efforts to raise their sons to be soldiers. One New York Times editorial admonished 

women who were “using all their small influence to place obstacles in the way of 

defense and the efforts to arouse citizens throughout the country to a clear sense of 

their duty.”70 Preparedness advocates framed WPP’s rhetoric of symbolic motherhood 

as a significant threat to national security. If childless women could convince mothers 
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to spurn military service, then the nation’s borders would be vulnerable to German 

invasion. Peaceful sons, they reasoned, would be useless during times of war.  

Preparedness advocates derided the WPP’s vision of a peace-centered civic 

education for the nation’s sons. Potter described civic citizenship as a “subtle poison” 

that would rob men of “soldier qualities” like self-sacrifice, loyalty, obedience, and 

courage.71 Without these traits, she argued, the men would be unable to lead and 

protect the nation. Mothers, WSNL claimed, emasculated their sons by teaching them 

to abhor war. These arguments reflect cultural anxieties about the state of American 

manhood during the early twentieth century. Historian Nancy K. Bristow notes that 

the growth of industrialization and social reform movements like women’s suffrage 

prompted some to fear the “feminization” of American men.72 A mother who 

“feminized” her son to hate war not only shirked her own civic duty, these advocates 

argued, but also robbed her son of his civic potential. A 1916 letter from one 

Mississippi mother published in the New York Times explicated this argument: “There 

is no higher honor in my mind than a soldier’s duty faithfully performed . . . and no 

mother is worthy the honor of having borne a son who would hold him in a coward’s 

or a shirker’s place.”73 Preparedness advocates reasoned that “the authority of 

motherhood” did not supersede what “manhood authorizes,” meaning that mothers 

did not have a right to discourage their sons from military life.74  

 A patriotic mother and loyal citizen, preparedness advocates claimed, raised 

her son to be a fearless soldier. Condemning the WPP, the NAOWS national 

headquarters released a statement calling on “mothers of the country” to teach their 

children “reverence to authority, obedience to law and willingness to sacrifice selfish 
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interest for the country’s good.”75 A patriotic son, according preparedness advocates, 

grew up to be a heroic soldier. Therefore, mothers must instill in their sons the value 

of “patriotic sentiment,” which led to “the willing service of a solider to lay down his 

life and feel that it is well spent.”76 Reiterating Spartan motherhood ideology, 

preparedness advocates often highlighted stories of mothers who encouraged their 

sons to voluntarily enlist before the U.S. entered war. One mother remarked that “I’ll 

be worried about them all of the time, but I’d rather not have them at all than see 

them be cowards. . . . It’s a satisfaction to see your boys be patriots.”77 A woman’s 

civic responsibility was satisfied, the mother claimed, when her son fulfilled his 

military duty to the nation.   

 Countering the WPP rhetoric, the WSNL formed programs to educate children 

about the importance of wartime sacrifice. The WSNL encouraged mothers to form 

Junior Sections of the Navy League in their neighborhoods. All had to sign the 

following pledge to the nation: “I consecrate my heart, mind and body to its service 

and promise to work for its advancement and security in times of peace and to shirk 

from no sacrifice or privation in its cause if I am called upon to act in its defense for 

the freedom, peace, and happiness of our people.”78 WSNL and other preparedness 

advocates claimed that respect for and willingness to engage in military service 

created the foundation for a patriotic education.  

 Preparedness advocates also emphasized women’s responsibility to educate 

immigrant mothers about these patriotic ideals. Leslie Hahner notes that the Great 

War “amplified” fears concerning immigrants’ loyalty to the nation.79 Many white 

clubwomen feared that immigrant mothers would raise disloyal sons. Mrs. James G. 
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Dunning, Chairman of Patriotic Education, warned DAR chapters: “Little has been 

done to reach the immigrant mother. She has been permitted to remain the 

embodiment of foreign ideas and ideals, her home is a foreign home, and foreign 

homes are not reliable for the production of patriotic American citizens.”80 By 

working to “educate” the immigrant mother, many women’s clubs justified and 

lauded their Americanization efforts as war preparedness. General Federation of 

Women’s Clubs President Anna Pennybacker noted that women’s clubs may not 

agree on all forms of war preparedness but they must “stand as a unit upon the 

necessity of preparedness when it comes to Americanizing the immigrant.”81 

Specifically, she decried the lack of resources for immigrant mothers.  

  Pennybacker directed women’s clubs to interact with immigrant mothers as a 

form of war preparedness. She advised women to assess the following questions: “Is 

the mother learning English, and what does she know of America? . . . Is she 

hopefully watching her family and herself work out their destinies in America? . . . Is 

she stubbornly holding to the memories and prejudices she knows and to which she 

feels she has a right?” Woman’s clubs, Pennybacker counseled, should assess 

answers and then create appropriate resources to help immigrant mothers teach their 

sons how to be patriotic citizens. She cited the California chapter of her organization 

as a model for this form of patriotic education. The California chapter wrote and 

advocated for “home teacher” legislation, which instructed immigrant families about 

the rights and responsibilities of American citizenship.82 These efforts to 

“Americanize” immigrant mothers reflect an implied civic responsibility for elite, 
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white women—to dictate and discipline women of color and immigrant women’s 

maternal choices.  

Peace and preparedness advocates created two distinct visions of maternal 

citizenship. Reimagining republican motherhood ideology, peace advocates framed 

peace work as the highest form of service for the nation’s sons. The WPP justified 

women’s entry into male-dominated war debates by positioning women as symbolic 

mothers of humanity. Echoing Spartan motherhood ideology, preparedness advocates 

urged mothers to prepare their sons to die for the nation. Women served the nation, 

the WSNL asserted, by placing the safety of the state over the safety of an individual 

son. This argument reinforced rhetorics of the social contract where citizens are 

expected to give up certain rights and sacrifice on behalf of the common good. In 

addition, preparedness advocates asserted that loyal women monitored, informed, and 

disciplined the patriotism of all Americans. Both communities utilized rhetorics of 

symbolic and biological motherhood to justify their positions to the public. These 

rhetorical similarities allowed popular media and government officials to combine 

their disparate visions of maternal responsibility during war.   

Appropriating Peace: Creating an Ideal of Maternal Citizenship  

While preparedness and peace movements publicly clashed, government 

officials began to craft an idealized version of maternal citizenship through popular 

media and censorship laws. This idealized version of maternal citizenship combined 

peace and preparedness arguments. Beginning in 1916, military personnel expressed 

concerns that mothers, influenced by the WPP, could derail any future draft and 

military efforts. Historian Susan Zeiger notes that the Wilson administration believed 
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that mothers, “especially those in the prewar women’s movement,” might publicly 

oppose any draft measures and “constitute a subversive element in the nation.”83 To 

address this possible subversion, government officials collaborated with popular 

women’s magazines to merge peace and preparedness arguments. This created an 

idealized version of maternal citizenship—a mother who sacrifices her son for peace. 

In this section, I illustrate how popular media and government officials appropriated 

peace arguments to frame mothers’ civic responsibility during war.  

The pre-war coverage of The Ladies’ Home Journal illustrates how 

government officials informally utilized popular media to craft an idealized version of 

maternal citizenship. Over one million monthly readers relied on the Journal, known 

as the “monthly Bible of the American home,” to learn about the latest trends in 

fashion, homemaking, literature, and politics.84 Throughout the war era, the Journal 

purposefully shifted from a publication that praised the peace movement to a “semi-

official mouthpiece” of government war readiness efforts.85 This shift can be traced 

through an analysis of how the Journal framed maternal responsibility during 

wartime.  

Defining Peace as Patriotic 

 Throughout the first two years of the Great War, the Journal published 

editorials and articles that criticized American militarism and praised the peace 

movement. In a July 1915 feature, “Patriotism Makes Peace,” a writer decried the 

military’s presence during President Wilson’s first inaugural parade. She wrote that 

the military pageantry of the parade was “far more like the return of a victorious war 

lord than the installation of a President chosen by popular vote to guide for four years 
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of a peace-loving nation.”86 Wilson’s inaugural parade represented a corrosive 

patriotism, the Journal insisted, which exalted the triumphs of war over the 

cooperation of peace. Echoing popular arguments for peace, the writer urged mothers 

to teach their sons to aspire to serve in the civil service or a “great army of peace” 

instead of the military.87 

Journal editor Edward Bok’s early writings on the war urged mothers to teach 

their sons to abhor war. In a February 1915 editorial, Bok reflected on how the 

European war impacted American mothers. He strongly condemned those who 

glamorized battles and encouraged their sons to aspire to military greatness. Bok 

wrote that American women, after witnessing the carnage in Europe began to realize 

that “our notion that war meant valor is criminally wrong. . . . We know now as never 

the world has known, what war really is: what it means to the mother and to the child. 

The soul of the child is the price we pay for our Waterloos.”88 An ideal woman 

citizen, according to Bok, did not allow her son to “play” at war, but educated him 

about the horror of war. Bok further posited that American women would take lessons 

of the European war with them to the voting booth and vote for peace. Bok instructed 

his readers that the “woman who eventually will have it in her hands to say whether 

there shall be war; whether she will allow her children to play at killing; whether it is 

the duty of her son to leave her and kill another woman’s husband, another children’s 

father, another woman’s son. . . . With woman’s veto there could be no war.” 89 When 

a woman gained the right to vote, Bok implied, she would put an end to all future 

wars in order to protect her son. Bok’s argument reaffirmed the peace movement’s 
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assertion that a woman would inherently vote against war due to her maternal duty. 

However, the Journal’s editorial alignment with the peace movement was short-lived.  

Defining Preparedness as Peaceful 

By 1916, the Journal urged all mothers to support the war effort as an act of 

peace. Bok described the Journal as neutral source of information while peace versus 

preparedness debates dominated public discourse. He asserted, “I am not favoring or 

opposing preparedness here. That is not the function of this magazine.”90 However, 

Bok’s language of neutrality did not reflect the reality of his editorial choices.91 The 

same year, Bok opened a Journal editorial office in Washington D.C. to cover 

women’s governmental affairs and support the growing war effort. Months before the 

Committee on Public Information’s founding and American entry into the war, Bok 

met with President Wilson to offer the Journal as a wartime resource. According to 

Bok, Wilson stated that the Journal had the “ear of the American women by the 

millions, and there will be much for you to tell her.”92 Wilson counseled Bok that 

many other news outlets covered the trenches, but that the Journal had a patriotic 

duty to “teach the big elephant to dance” and “get mothers into a frame of mind to let 

their boys enlist.”93 Bok was tasked with harnessing peace discourse to convince 

mothers that war will lead to peace.   

The Journal attempted to reconcile peace and preparedness rhetoric by 

arguing the Great War represented a war for peace. American mothers, according to 

the Journal, could only accomplish a lasting international peace through supporting 

preparedness and the war effort. Bok utilized Journal editorials to echo increasingly 

popular arguments that peace could only be achieved with a “war that will end 
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war.”94 Less than a year after Bok criticized war valor, he wrote that “it is always an 

act of heroism when a mother lets her boy go to war.”95 It is an act of heroism, Bok 

surmised, because war forced a mother to reject the natural instinct to protect her son. 

This natural instinct, he posited, explained why “women are foremost in all peace 

movements.”96 However, Bok urged mothers to accept the inevitability of American 

entry into war so they could encourage their sons fight for a lasting peace.  

The Journal utilized historical narratives to illustrate how a strong mother-son 

bond held a patriotic purpose. One 1916 bedtime story about George Washington 

illustrated how a son’s obedience to his mother could be used in the service of peace. 

The author argued that Washington became known as “first in war, first in peace, and 

first in the hearts of countryman” because his mother provided proper guidance.97 

Mary Bell Washington, the author wrote, acted as a strict mother who required 

complete obedience from her son. In turn, her son “recognized her authority and 

never questioned her decisions.”98 The young George Washington dreamed of 

making his living and finding adventure on the sea, but his mother urged him to find 

more suitable employment on land. Washington followed his mother’s wishes and 

became a leader who secured freedom, peace, and prosperity for the nation. The 

moral of the story, the author reminds mothers, is that “the boy who had trained in 

obedience and could sacrifice himself for the love of his mother became the man who 

could bow to the command of his country and would sacrifice self to serve others.”99 

Washington, the author reminded readers, was remembered as a man of peace; a 

peace achieved through the Revolutionary War. Like Washington’s mother, the story 

implied, a mother during the preparedness effort needed to ensure the obedience of 
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her son for the nation. In addition to these historical narratives, Journal editorials and 

features encouraged mothers to consider how military preparedness could lead to a 

lasting peace.  

Utilizing language that mirrored peace advocate’s pleas, Journal articles 

posited that mothers had a duty to protect their sons from harm. However, these 

articles suggested that military training was the only way a mother could ensure her 

son’s well-being during war. Bok urged mothers to ask themselves: “Whatever may 

be my personal view of the war, am I willing to let my boys be drafted and go into 

war untrained, inefficient, for a foreign soldier, trained and efficient, to shoot at and 

my boys unable to take care of themselves?”100 A mother, Bok posited, would be 

responsible for her son’s death if he was drafted to the battlefield with no prior 

training. The editorial assured mothers that preparedness would not compromise a 

woman’s “natural” desire to protect. If anything, the editorial posited, preparedness 

was the only way to ensure a lasting future peace. As Bok reminded his readers, “We 

do not invite punctures by having extra tires aboard our automobiles; nor fires by 

having extinguishers: nor the end of life by being insured; nor drowning by having 

life preservers. But these precautions do prepare us.”101 In the same way, a mother 

who encouraged her son to prepare for war did not encourage war. Mothers, 

according to the Journal, could simultaneously advocate for peace and support the 

preparedness movement.   

 The Journal also featured editorials written by military leaders, urging 

mothers to support military readiness as a function of peace. Secretary of War 

Lindley M. Garrison appealed to mothers for their support of the National Defense 
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Act of 1916. The law significantly expanded the military force and established the 

Reserve Officer Training Corps. He addressed his appeal to the woman who may be 

“one of the thousands of women who are supporting organizations for world peace 

and abolishment of war.”102 Garrison acknowledged that women around the nation 

had to decide if they would “direct whatever influence [they] may possess” toward 

the peace or preparedness effort. Women, according to Garrison, could only ensure a 

lasting peace through war readiness efforts. Preparedness, this line of reasoning 

maintained, was not a weapon of war but a tool of peace. Garrison’s Journal article 

reflected what Wilson would later describe as “armed neutrality.”103 Preparedness, 

Garrison argued, would keep America out of the war because it deterred German 

attacks on American soil and ships. If mothers truly wanted peace, Garrison reasoned, 

then they needed to support calls for increased military funding. He called on mothers 

to recognize that readiness “is preparedness AGAINST war not for war.”104  

Government officials also called on mothers to support voluntary enlistment 

as a function of peace. Assistant Secretary of Navy Franklin D. Roosevelt appealed to 

mothers in a Journal feature titled, “What Can the Navy Do For Your Boy.”105 

Roosevelt reminded mothers of their duty to encourage sons to serve the nation. 

Roosevelt observed that many sons viewed military service as a burden instead of an 

integral aspect of citizenship. Roosevelt argued that, “It will be good when we think 

of service not as a duty, but as a privilege of our citizenship.”106 He implied mothers 

who opposed voluntary service not only damaged national security, but also 

weakened their sons’ civic potential and masculinity. This illustrates Elizabeth 

McKillen’s scholarly assertion that propaganda of this era often contrasted the 
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patriotic mother with the “overly protective mother who impeded her son’s efforts to 

fulfill his military responsibilities and thereby undermined both his manhood and 

U.S. military efforts.”107 Roosevelt combined this argument with WPP rhetorics of 

benevolence. As described earlier, many peace advocates argued that mothers must 

end war in order to end suffering. Roosevelt countered this argument by reminding 

mothers that the “golden rule appeals to our conduct toward other people.”108 He 

argued that temporary peace for American families came at the expense of families 

around the world. Mothers, Roosevelt reasoned, could not selfishly protect their own 

sons when European sons and daughters endured despotic rule. Mothers, according to 

Roosevelt, needed to support war in order to fulfill their duty to end suffering. Like 

the WPP, government officials also framed peace as an integral component of 

maternal civic responsibility but argued that lasting peace could only be achieved 

through supporting war preparedness.  

Echoing the WPP, the Journal maintained that peace must be the foundation 

of a patriotic education. However, these articles asserted that a true appreciation for 

peace could only be obtained through military training. In one editorial, a “Swiss 

Mother” urged American mothers to support conscription and mandatory military 

training.109 The “Swiss Mother” explained that military service prepared Swiss sons 

to be selfless citizens who served in the name of peace. The Journal article argued 

that Swiss and American mothers may inhabit different countries but share a common 

goal: “peace for us is our highest ambition. Patriotism means love and service to 

one’s country; and peace, love, and service to humanity.”110 If American mothers 

wanted sons to understand the value of peace, the article posited, then they needed to 
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teach sons the price of war. The Swiss mother maintained that their long tradition of 

mandatory military service allowed Switzerland to remain neutral as war raged near 

their borders. She posited that the Kaiser witnessed Swiss military exercises two 

years before war broke out and did not dare try to invade Swiss borders. Countering 

WPP rhetoric, the Journal illustrated how Switzerland utilized military training for 

peace.111   

Mirroring WPP language, the author asserted that Swiss mothers taught their 

sons to value peace above all else. She wrote: “We teach them that war is too terrible 

a game to play at, that they will be real soldiers one day to help to keep the peace. We 

make them see that each one of them must serve for all, and that all must serve for the 

individual’s freedom and right.”112 Countering WPP claims that military service 

created less civil men, the writer assured American mothers that conscription taught 

men how to value peace. However, the article posited that a son’s patriotic education 

began with mothers: “How do we raise our boys to be soldiers, guardians of our ideal, 

defenders of our liberty, and champions of the rights of our people? We begin with 

them when they are just tiny tots. We, the mothers, root deep in their ready minds the 

thought that they—even they—are responsible for the little country in which they 

have been born.”113 Mandatory military training, the article asserted, continues the 

patriotic education mothers impart on their young sons. The Journal implied that 

American mothers could implement a significant WPP tenant—peace education—

through their support of conscription policies.  

The Journal’s pre-war coverage illustrates the multiple ways government 

officials and popular media combined peace and preparedness arguments to create an 



 104 

ideal of maternal responsibility. First, many Journal articles emulated peace 

advocates’ claim that women were naturally responsible for international peace work. 

Instead of deriding this claim, editorials and articles embraced this symbolic 

motherhood argument to argue for preparedness efforts. However, they asserted that 

peace could only be achieved through preparing for war. Second, the Journal 

provided government officials a platform to speak directly to mothers, anchoring their 

arguments in the language of peace. Assistant Secretary of the Navy Franklin D. 

Roosevelt and Secretary of War Lindley M. Garrison both framed their calls for 

preparedness and military support as instruments of peace, not war. Finally, many 

articles prioritized internationalism, a key component of peace rhetoric. Mothers, the 

Journal implied, could join an international movement for neutrality by supporting 

the Swiss-style of conscription. In editorials, Bok claimed his publication was a 

“neutral” source. However, the Journal functioned as a vehicle to encourage mothers 

to support government interests before America entered the Great War.  

Disciplining Maternal Citizenship 

In the months before Congress declared war on Germany, peace advocates 

faced significant public pressure to pledge their loyalty to the government. In early 

1917, multiple events caused government officials and public leaders to heighten their 

nationalistic rhetoric and challenge the viability of American neutrality.114 Many 

preparedness advocates intensified their critiques of the WPP, describing members 

not only as naïve or misguided, but also treasonous. Five days before Congress 

declared war on Germany, a woman’s preparedness committee issued the following 

statement:  
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The hysterical cry of the feminine pacifist to arise the timidity in American 
women is an insult to our sex and is deserving of the sternest rebuke by the 
patriotic womanhood of our country and must be repudiated. In our past 
history American wives, mothers and daughters have never failed to fulfill 
their duty to the country. . . . Just as there exist the physical defective and the 
moral defective, so now today we have among us the patriotic defective, for 
such is the pacifist. The road from pacifism to disloyalty and pro-Germanism 
is a short one. At one end is cowardice and at the other is treason.115 
 

The statement reflected a popular preparedness belief that all citizens must 

unquestioningly support the war effort. As this public pressure mounted, many WPP 

members shifted away from anti-war efforts and toward war relief. 

 WPP national leaders reduced or ended their criticism of Wilson and war 

entry during the first months of 1917. After the United States ended diplomatic 

relations with Germany, Carrie Chapman Catt, pledged suffragists’ support to the 

government.116 Her pledge angered some WPP branches and the New York branch 

removed Catt from an honorary leadership position. One New York WPP member 

summarized the controversy for the New York Times: “We are first of all against war 

and have nothing to do with anything connected with the waging of war. Many of us 

are members of the National Woman Suffrage Party and resented our services being 

offered for any other purpose until we consented.”117 Catt resigned her national WPP 

membership after the actions of the New York branch. Like Catt, many other WPP 

suffragists believed women could “earn” the right to vote through war-work.118 

Women’s war-work, in this line of reasoning, could prove that women deserved an 

equal voice in political matters. Anna Howard Shaw maintained “that ninety percent 

of loyal, active suffragists deplore” the actions of women who did not engage in war-

work.119 Shaw’s argument reflected the belief that all women, regardless of their 

affiliations to the suffrage or peace movements, should unite to support the war effort.  
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America’s entry into the war marked a significant shift in the WPP’s use of 

maternal rhetoric. The WPP national board released the following statement after 

Congress declared war on Germany: “All the activities of the Woman’s Peace Party 

have been, of course, modified by the entrance of the United States into the World 

War.”120 Some WPP national leaders asserted that the organization, as symbolic 

mothers of the nation should work within the system to lessen suffering of war 

victims and American citizens on the homefront. Scholars Sherry R. Shepler and 

Anne F. Mattina explain that the WPP faced significant public and government 

pressure to support the war effort.121 Jane Addams, for example, became active in 

food conversation programs led by Herbert Hoover’s Food Administration. While 

Addams spoke on behalf of the Food Administration and appeared in CPI brochures, 

her rhetoric did not completely conform to the government’s patriotic propaganda. 

Scholar Marilyn Fischer explains that Addams eschewed rhetorics of victory and 

patriotism by describing the conflict as a “problem with humanity” instead of a 

conflict with clear winners and losers.122 However, she did not explicitly condemn the 

government’s war policies again until after Armistice.  

On April 11th, six days after declaring war, Wilson established the Committee 

on Public Information (CPI) to create and distribute wartime propaganda. The CPI 

created pamphlets, movies, and speakers’ bureaus to promote the government’s 

patriotic narrative of war.123 Throughout the war, the government sought to control 

the narrative of maternal responsibility. The CPI’s Division of Women’s War-Work 

published 2,305 stories in 19,471 newspapers and women’s magazines during the 

war.124 While the CPI promoted a wide variety of women’s wartime activity, many 
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early articles focused on mobilizing mothers’ support for the Selective Service Act. 

After the war, George Creel, CPI Chairman, noted that government literature 

compelled “mothers of the country” to give up “their sons to the Selective Service 

law without question.”125 Many of these publications targeted mothers who 

previously supported the peace movement.  

The CPI attempted to further erase distinctions between the peace and 

preparedness movements. A CPI published pamphlet, War for Peace, posited that 

“between a worthy War-patriotism and a virile-Peace patriotism there is no 

difference.”126 Women peace workers, most affiliated with WPP-Massachusetts, 

wrote a section of the pamphlet directed toward mothers who still identified with the 

peace movement. They argued that “our ultimate goal—the establishment of a 

durable peace through international organization—can only be established through 

the defeat of German might.”127 The CPI accused women who did not engage in war 

relief work of extending suffering around the war. The statement read: “We feel that 

those persons who are continually rebuking the Government for our entrance into it 

and who are constantly at this time for peace are prolonging war.”128 Peace advocates 

who did not conform to this “war for peace” narrative became subjects of public 

shaming and prosecution.   

In addition to public and propaganda pressures, government officials also 

implemented policies to silence peace advocates who continued to challenge their 

ideal of maternal civic duty. Woodrow Wilson warned in his 1917 War Message to 

Congress: “If there should be disloyalty, it will be dealt with a firm hand of stern 

repression.”129 This “firm hand of stern repression” officially took the form of two 
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laws: The Espionage Act of 1917 and the Sedition Act of 1918. The Espionage Act of 

1917 made it illegal to publicly incite or support “insubordination, disloyalty, mutiny, 

or refusal of duty.”130 The Sedition Act of 1918 added nine additional offenses to the 

Espionage Act, including any public speaking, writing, or publishing that utilized 

“any disloyal, profane, scurrilous, or abusive language” to describe the government, 

Constitution, or any “military service.”131 Government officials would use both of 

these laws during the war to silence women who challenged wartime propaganda 

about maternal citizenship. The following sections illustrate this process by analyzing 

the New York City Branch of the Woman’s Peace Party’s Four Lights periodical and 

the trial of socialist Kate Richards O’Hare.  

Pressuring Peace Advocates  

The New York City branch of the Woman’s Peace Party (WPP-NYC) rejected 

government and popular media’s attempts to persuade the public that a mother’s duty 

to preserve peace could be fulfilled through war-work. In January 1917, WPP-NYC 

members published the first issue of Four Lights, describing it as an “attempt to voice 

the young, uncompromising women’s peace movement in America, whose aims are 

daring and immediate—to stop the war in Europe, to federate the nations for 

organized peace at the close of the war, and meanwhile to guard democracy from the 

subtle dangers of militarism.”132 Described by journalism scholar Linda Lumsden as 

the “only feminist-pacifist publication during World War I,” Four Lights vocally 

opposed all forms of war-work and satirized CPI depictions of wartime 

motherhood.133 The editors, a rotating group of 28 women, argued that American 
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women had been “deceived into establishing an enormous military machine” and 

deemed themselves “fighters of peace”—waging rhetorical war against militarism.134  

WPP-NYC fought for peace, in part, by illuminating the propaganda geared 

toward mothers created by the CPI. Editor Olivia Howard Dunbar stated that 

propaganda militarized the language of peace. She argued that the “word ‘peace’ 

recently conscripted, has likewise now come to find itself in the strange company of 

the word ‘force.’”135 Similarly, editors observed that mothers had been conscripted 

through propaganda and preparedness efforts to teach the “tiny fluttering hands” of 

the nation’s children to clasp “closely about a gun” in the name of peace.136 The 

peaceful mother no longer symbolized an anti-war stance, editors argued, but instead 

represented a dangerous version of American patriotism. Four Lights challenged 

linguistically this “conscription” by proposing alternative ways women should engage 

with war.  

In the first published issue, Four Lights editors encouraged women to 

withhold their sons from the war effort. The issue featured a reprinted speech by 

actress Alla Nazimova who called for a “Mothers’ Strike.” Nazimova urged women 

to withhold sex until the end of the war. She reasoned that there could be no more war 

if women stopped producing sons. Editors echoed Nazimova’s statement: “We will 

not bring more children into the world until we are assured that they will never be 

food for cannon . . . give us peace, then we will give you sons.” 137 Mothers, 

Nazimova argued, held all of the power over future wars because they could stop 

producing future soldiers. While writers stated this strike may happen in the future, 

they argued for more immediate action against compulsory training and conscription.  
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Defying censorship laws and public calls for unity, editors of Four Lights 

urged mothers to actively protest conscription and compulsory training. Less than 

three weeks after Congress declared war on Germany, the same editors pled with 

mothers to stand against “blind patriotism.” The editors observed: “We hear the Star-

Spangled Banner at every place of amusement and our daily press rings with the cry 

of ‘America first.’. . . [O]ur boys of eighteen and nineteen, too young to vote but not 

too young to execute the will of the voter, are going out to shoot and maim and 

perhaps die.”138 Zealous patriotism, the editors argued, concealed the horrors that 

awaited young American men on the battlefront. Women, Four Lights editors posited, 

became complicit in war slaughter if they did not actively speak out against the war.  

 Four Lights featured poetry written from a mother’s perspective, highlighting 

women’s responsibilities to keep the nation’s sons out of war.139 Florence Guerttin-

Tuttle urged women to assert themselves as leaders of the draft resistance, calling on 

mothers to rise up against nationalistic rhetoric. She wrote: “Wanted—Woman 

Insurgent who will lead not follow. . . . Waging a war to halt the mad blood-letting of 

nations/Marshalling Mothers to arms—the arms that the nations have emptied.”140 

Her poetry blended biological and symbolic maternal arguments to argue that women 

must lead the war against war. Echoing early WPP arguments, Guerttin-Tuttle 

asserted that women’s maternal love was not “flag-bound,” but extended to all 

children. Defying calls for “America First,” she asserted that women’s innate duty to 

children could not be contained by national boundaries. Biological mothers, Geurttin-

Tuttle implied, must use their peaceful, maternal influence to counter the “dogma of 

war-like tradition” that infiltrates their sons’ worldview at a young age. Another Four 
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Lights contributor called on all women to publicly mourn for the nation’s embrace of 

war: “Democracy is dead in America and to-morrow its ghosts will walk our streets . . 

. we will wear black until the conscription law is repealed.”141 Her call foreshadowed 

government anxieties about Gold Star mothers’ mourning practices as American 

losses continued to mount overseas throughout 1918.  

Four Lights mocked other branches of the WPP who performed war work 

after Congress declared war. Articles criticized the WPP-Massachusetts members, 

derisively deemed “Sister Susies,” who knit socks and rolled bandages as a form of 

war relief.142 Four Lights contributor Katharine Anthony described these actions as an 

“infantile form of patriotism,” which undermined the women’s peace movement.143 

She also noted that this unpaid, volunteer work by wealthy WPP-Massachusetts 

leaders may imperil the wages of working-class women.144 One reprinted CPI 

photograph featured a young mother holding a baby, surrounded by young girls 

voluntarily rolling bandages and knitting socks. The altered captions read, “These 

involuntary scabettes of the war range in age from ten to five. They are paid three 

cents per 144. . . . The earnings of all, including the mother comes to two dollars a 

week. The baby is a slacker.”145 By volunteering in the name of war relief, Four 

Lights argued that WPP members not only sent men to certain death but also 

endangered the livelihood of working women.  

WPP-NYC also publicly denounced WPP national leaders who pledged their 

support for the war relief effort. Scholar Harriet Hyman Alonso explains that WPP-

NYC directly criticized the government in the months following the war declaration 

while national WPP leaders “approach was to avoid confrontation with the 
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government by solely proposing plans for postwar peace.”146 Four Lights questioned 

the authenticity of WPP national leaders like Jane Addams who described women as 

“conservators of life,” yet began to participate in government-sponsored war relief 

campaigns. One editor derided the “hypocrisy” of WPP national leaders for their 

symbolic motherhood rhetoric: “Women have often been accused of being essentially 

producers and conservers. Now it is time to lay forever that slander and prove that 

they are glad and eager to destroy joyfully all that the ages and other women have 

produced. Courage sisters! It takes but a minute to destroy a boy into whose making 

have gone eighteen years of thoughtful care.”147 Four Lights editors argued women 

could not be described as “conservators of life” if they actively supported war efforts. 

WPP suffragists, editors claimed, compromised the peace movement by “shaping 

things that kill” in exchange for the vote.148 While Four Lights illuminated schisms 

between WPP leaders’ rhetoric and actions, the publication gained national attention 

for their rebukes of government propaganda.  

Four Lights mocked government-sponsored songs and posters that urged 

mothers to support conscription. The CPI-funded song, “I Didn’t Raise My Son to be 

a Slacker,” posited that a loyal mother would rather see her son die on the battlefield 

than refuse to serve the nation.149 Imitating the song’s language, Four Lights 

contributor Ada Chase Dudley reimagined women’s responsibility to the nation. She 

wrote:  

Mother think straight: Are you a slacker? . . . To most mothers, because they 
know the price of life, war is forever both senseless and wicked. If it were up to 
you, you would find another way. Is it fair—is it motherly to allow your boy to do 
that which you know to be morally impossible for you to do? Are you shouldering 
your responsibility in this crisis? Think straight! Are you a slacker?150  
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Dudley argued that a mother fulfilled her duty to the nation by working against 

conscription and voluntary recruitment efforts. She defined overzealously patriotic 

politicians, not Germans, as the real enemies to American democracy. Four Lights 

framed mothers as warriors for peace and liberty when they protested conscription.  

Condemning Spartan motherhood ideology and symbolic motherhood, Four 

Lights editor Mary Alden Hopkins wrote a satirical guide for raising a soldier. Her 

writing style mirrored CPI propaganda, which instructed mothers in how to raise 

patriotic citizens. This form of CPI propaganda called on mothers to view their homes 

as a “great line of defense” and training ground for future soldiers.151 While lauding 

women’s war-war in nontraditional places like the munitions factories, the CPI 

reminded women not to neglect their essential role in the home. Hopkins’ guide 

satirized this maternal propaganda: “Women must not feel that because they work in 

the narrow confines of the home, they cannot help in the great work on destruction. It 

is a tender nursery thought that the baby in the mother’s arms, properly trained . . . 

may some-day write his mother’s name in the blood of the enemy.”152 She satirically 

advised mothers to “accustom your children gradually to the sight of blood. And for 

yourself learn to kill a little every day. One sweet woman is accustomed to ask herself 

searchingly each night, ‘whom have I killed today?’ And to fall asleep resolving to 

kill more in the morrow.”153 Her writing contrasted the bloody realities of war with 

the glamorized vision exalted in propaganda directed toward mothers. This use of 

satire and the explicit anti-draft tone of Four Lights caught the attention of the 

Postmaster General.  
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Government officials deemed Four Lights a threat to the state-sanctioned 

version of maternal duty and by extension national security. The U.S. Post Office 

labeled Four Lights as treasonous material and sought to shut down the 

publication.154 Under the Espionage Act, the post office could censor or refuse to 

publish any material that may hinder the draft effort.155 The Post Office refused to 

deliver issues of Four Lights on the grounds that the periodical published material 

that could hinder the war effort, specifically the draft. The U.S. Department of Justice 

opened an investigation into the “treasonous statements” and Four Lights suspended 

publication in October 1917 after months of government harassment and mailing 

rejection. Before suspending publication, editors described how government 

interference impeded distribution “presumably under the Espionage Act although the 

first issue to be suppressed met its fate nine days before the Bill became a law. When 

we inquired why the two numbers had been held up we met ‘Orders from 

Washington’ was the best we got or are likely to get.”156 The WPP-NYC did not 

publish Four Lights again until after war and focused their efforts on advocating for 

New York suffrage legislation. 

Prosecuting Peace Advocates 

 In addition to organizations, the government targeted individual women who 

did not embody their ideal of maternal citizenship. The Department of Justice 

successfully prosecuted over twenty women under the Espionage and Sedition Acts. 

Historian Kathleen Kennedy argues that many of these women were convicted, in 

part, because they did not embody “gender appropriate behavior” during the war.”157 

On July 27, 1917, socialist Kate Richards O’Hare was indicted for obstructing the 
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draft. O’Hare toured the nation as an anti-war orator and often invoked her role as 

mother to four children in speeches and writings.158 She delivered a speech during the 

summer of 1917 to an audience of 125 people, mostly women and children, urging 

them to disavow the war. This speech in North Dakota led to a federal indictment 

under the Espionage Act. As historian Annelise Orleck explains, a state-sanctioned 

expectation of motherhood “regulates acceptable behavior, restricts expression, and 

designates appropriate spaces for action. . . . Substantial privileges await those who 

perform their roles properly. Punishment awaits the ‘bad mothers’ who don’t.”159 The 

prosecution of O’Hare illustrates how the government punished women who 

challenged their ideal of maternal responsibility.   

The Department of Justice charged O’Hare under the Espionage Act for 

endangering the draft and inciting draft resistance. Her two-hour remarks primarily 

warned of the intersections between capitalism and war, but her indictment 

highlighted one brief remark about mothers and soldiers. O’Hare disputed the 

Department of Justice’s transcript of her speech. Prosecutors argued that O’Hare 

claimed “that any person who enlisted in the army of the United States for service in 

in France would be used for fertilizer, and that is all she is good for; and that the 

women of the United States were more or less brood sows to raise children to get into 

the army and be made into fertilizer.”160 O’Hare maintained that this section of her 

speech focused on how European governments and clergy demanded that women 

reproduce for their nation and that the women of Europe “were reduced to the status 

of breeding animals on a stock farm.”161 O’Hare argued that she was a loyal 

American who sought to protect future generations from the interconnected dangers 
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of war and capitalism. Her appeal invoked the nativist belief that her American 

lineage established her loyalty to the nation. O’Hare insisted that she would never 

defame American mothers because to do so “would have involved myself, my 

mother, my grandmothers, and all my ancestors back to revolutionary times.”162 This 

also served to remind the public of O’Hare’s status as a biological mother. Her 

actions, this argument implied, were not only guided by socialism, but also the desire 

to protect her son from the horrors of war.  

District Attorney Melvin A. Hildrith reiterated the government’s ideal of 

maternal citizenship during war. During the highly publicized trial, O’Hare argued 

that mothers had a right to question the government’s motives for war since they must 

sacrifice their sons for the cause. Hildrith countered that a loyal mother would not 

raise such questions that could destabilize national security. He offered this warning 

during his closing argument: “Why was it necessary for her to warn the women at that 

meeting that if they raised children to go into the army they were no better than brood 

sows on western farms? . . . False and pernicious doctrine! A doctrine that, if instilled 

in the minds of the people of this country, would prevent us from raising armies and 

navies.”163 If mothers began to question their responsibility to raise loyal soldiers, he 

implied, then the nation would not have the manpower necessary for war. The jury 

embraced Hildrith’s vision of maternal loyalty and reached a guilty verdict after 30 

minutes of deliberation. Judge Martin J. Wade sentenced O’Hare to five years in 

federal prison, which was considered severe in comparison to similar cases.164 Wade 

would justify this harsh sentence as a means to protect traditional maternal 

citizenship.  
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During O’Hare’s sentencing, Wade reiterated the belief that a mother should 

teach her son to be a solider.  He noted that “at a time when mothers are sacrificing 

their sons” all loyal citizens must “suppress any desire which they may have to utter 

words which may tend to weaken the spirit and confidence of the people.”165 A 

mother’s anti-war rhetoric, Wade implied, could damage national spirit because she 

was her child’s first civics teacher. According to Wade, O’Hare’s activism did not 

meet the ideal standard of maternal citizenship in two ways: she failed to raise her 

own son to be a solider and encouraged other women to question their duty to 

sacrifice their sons for the nation. He reiterated the government-sanctioned narrative 

that a mother should unquestioningly sacrifice her son for the nation. O’Hare’s 

sentence served as an unsettling warning for other women activists about the 

consequences of speaking out against maternal sacrifice.166 If a mother did not fulfill 

or encouraged others to question this duty then she faced the “firm hand of stern 

repression” Wilson articulated in his War Message.167  

 While formally and informally disciplining peace advocates, the government 

also disseminated their ideal of maternal citizenship through various forms of 

propaganda. Films created by the CPI featured patriotic mothers who encouraged 

their sons to volunteer instead of waiting to be drafted.168 Films juxtaposed these 

“heroic” mothers with overly sentimental mothers who impeded the war effort due to 

an “unnatural” attachment to their sons. Liberty Loan posters and magazine 

advertisement often utilized the image of a grieving, yet resolute mother to encourage 

the nation to financially support the war.169 These forms of propaganda featured a 

Gold Star mother holding a service flag, speaking directly to the audience. She 



 118 

reminded the public that her son “finished his great fight-his fight to make his mother 

and other mothers of the world safe for all time . . . all the money you gave cannot 

equate the life blood those over there. It is your obligation to the dead that they not 

have died in vain and to the living that they may finish the work they have 

undertaking.”170 The Liberty Loan advertisement implied that mothers should 

commemorate their sons’ sacrifice by setting a patriotic example for others. This ad 

foreshadowed the Gold Star mother’s responsibility to simultaneously honor her son’s 

sacrifice for peace, support government initiatives, and model proper maternal 

citizenship. 

When reflecting on the Great War, Creel noted that the CPI strengthened the 

connection between mothers’ civic responsibility, sacrifice, and peace. He argued that 

propaganda “imparted a sublime militancy to the innate pacifism of America. A war 

against war! Mothers gave their sons so that the dream might be made to come true, 

and men went to death with a new courage.”171 Men, Creel implied, derived the 

courage to serve the nation from their mother’s belief that sacrifice could ensure a 

lasting peace for the world. A mother’s responsibility to motivate and commemorate 

peace through war would be foregrounded as America grappled with how to 

remember the Great War. This further codified traditional ideologies of republican 

motherhood at the same time that women prepared to take on the full rights and 

responsibilities of citizenship with the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment.  

Conclusion 

The outbreak of the Great War ushered in a new era of public debate over 

maternal citizenship. Throughout three years of parades, public forums, magazine 
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articles, speeches, and conferences, women publicly debated the boundaries of 

maternal civic duty during war. In this chapter, I illustrated how government officials 

and popular media combined peace and preparedness rhetorics to articulate a singular 

ideal maternal citizenship. A patriotic mother during the Great War, according to 

popular discourse, sacrificed her son for the nation and the promise of international 

peace. The government publicized and defended this ideal of maternal citizenship 

through propaganda and prosecution.  

These public deliberations highlighted the rhetorical challenges and 

opportunities that motherhood presents for women engaged in political debate. Sara 

Hayden notes that rhetorics of traditional gender ideologies had a “paradoxical effect 

on the lives of women” throughout the first decades of the twentieth century.172 

Rhetorics of motherhood simultaneously created opportunities for women to enter 

wartime debates as experts and constrained women’s expertise to the boundaries of 

traditional gender roles. As this analysis demonstrated, peace and preparedness 

advocates asserted their right to shape government policies through the lens of 

motherhood. WPP utilized symbolic motherhood to simultaneously advocate for an 

end to war and a new era of women’s voting rights. Preparedness advocates used 

WPP’s dual advocacy as evidence that suffragists prioritized their fight for the vote 

over the collective fight for international peace. This analysis reveals how women 

who relied on symbolic motherhood to advocate for their own rights or against 

government interests were labeled as unpatriotic, disloyal, and inauthentic. However, 

the early popularity of WPP’s maternal rhetoric ensured that peace became embedded 

in the government’s idealized version of maternal citizenship.  
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Many women transcended traditional gendered boundaries during the war. 

Wartime propaganda also actively encouraged women to construct weaponry, till the 

soil, and drive ambulances through war zones.173 However, the government and 

popular discourse framed these newfound responsibilities as a temporary patriotic 

duty. A 1918 Rotarian editorial reflected this belief, arguing that factories, farms, and 

the other agencies “must release the women to their reunited homes and replace them 

incidentally with returned warriors.”174 The responsibility of women who sacrificed 

their sons for the nation, popularly known after the war as Gold Star mothers, 

continued to expand after the war. The next chapter illustrates how the Gold Star 

Pilgrimages not only commemorated male sacrifice, but also this ideal of maternal 

citizenship.  
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Chapter 2:                                                                      

Embodying Sacrifice: Justifying Pilgrimages as a Performance 

of Maternal Citizenship 

 

In July 1918, Anna Howard Shaw reiterated women’s responsibility to wear 

the Gold Star as the symbol of patriotic sacrifice during war. She called on women to 

wear Gold Star armbands “as a means of honoring our dead . . . not so much a symbol 

of mourning as a sign of rank for those who have been counted worthy to make the 

supreme sacrifice for their country and humanity.”1 A mother, Shaw argued, could 

proudly wear the Gold Star as a symbol that she fulfilled her duty to the nation. Her 

statement reflected a common gendered trope of wartime propaganda—framing men 

as “warriors” and women as patriotic mourners.2 In the same way that soldiers met 

death with “shouts of victory,” Shaw called on women to show that “as our men can 

die bravely we women can live bravely.”3 While wartime responsibilities ended for 

many men only four months later, women’s responsibility to commemorate war 

endured.   

 Armistice Day marked the official end of the Great War and the beginning of 

a new commemorative era. Historian Jay Winter describes this era as a “memory 

boom,” which shaped how future wars “were imagined and remembered.”4 The 

government’s choice to create overseas military cemeteries marked a significant shift 

in American commemorative practices. V. William Balthrop, Carole Blair, and Neil 
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Michel explain that officials were “entering unknown territory” as they sought to 

represent national ideals on international soil.5 They explain that the nation had to 

create new commemorative practices in order to respond to the unique conditions of 

the Great War. The American War Mothers (AWM), the “official liaison” between 

Gold Star mothers and the Department of War, and other women’s organizations 

lobbied Congress to fund “pilgrimages” so that mothers could travel to the European 

graves of their sons.6 Throughout this deliberative process, Pilgrimage advocates and 

members of Congress constituted the Gold Star mother as a civic ideal for women. 

This ideal undermined more progressive visions of maternal citizenship articulated by 

suffragists and pacifists.  

This chapter examines the rhetoric of Gold Star Pilgrimage debates, which 

spanned the decade following the Great War. Throughout the 1920s, the Senate 

Subcommittee on Military Affairs and the House Committee on Military Affairs held 

five separate hearings on Pilgrimage legislation.7 In addition to the AWM, a 

significant number of women’s patriotic and veterans’ organizations publicly 

advocated for Pilgrimage legislation. The patriotic organizations that supported the 

Pilgrimages were numerous and included among others: Gold Star Circles, American 

Gold Star Mothers, Gold Star Mothers’ Association of America, American Gold Star 

Mothers of the World War, American Gold Star Association, Gold Star Service 

Organization, National War Mothers, Women’s Council of National Defense, 

American Legion Auxiliary, Daughters of the American Revolution, Legion of Valor, 

American Legion, Disabled American Veterans, and Veterans of Foreign Wars.8 

Many Gold Star mothers who testified during congressional hearings disclosed their 
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affiliation with multiple patriotic organizations, expressing their dedication to a wide 

range of causes in order to honor their sons’ legacy. Pilgrimage deliberations 

intersected with this new era of political advocacy after the Nineteenth Amendment 

passed.9 Discourse during this era illustrates how Pilgrimage advocates, many of 

whom identified as anti-suffrage, anchored their newly enfranchised status in their 

traditional beliefs. 

In this chapter, I examine how Gold Star Pilgrimage discourse shaped 

women’s citizenship during the post-war era by analyzing congressional hearings, 

newspaper coverage, magazine editorials, and other forms of discourse created by 

Pilgrimage advocates. Specifically, I posit that Pilgrimage advocates strategically 

utilized this decade of commemorative deliberation to craft an ideal of maternal 

citizenship grounded in civic sacrifice. Pilgrimage advocates invoked the social 

contract throughout these hearings to define maternal citizenship, framing 

Pilgrimages as payment for their maternal sacrifice during the war and fulfilling their 

civic responsibility to protect the nation.10 They also articulated Gold Star mothers’ 

responsibility to ensure that future generations of mothers would readily make the 

same sacrifice for the nation—sacrificing their sons in support of the public good. In 

the process, Pilgrimage advocates asserted what Amy Heyse describes as women’s 

“authority as public commemorators” on the grounds of maternal sacrifice.11  

To interrogate these intersecting rhetorics of commemoration, motherhood, 

and citizenship, I first discuss how reactionary rhetorics responding to the passage of 

the Nineteenth Amendment influenced Gold Star discourse. I then provide an 

overview of women’s localized commemorative practices after the Great War. The 
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AWM and women’s organizations planned, financed, and oversaw thousands of 

“functional” or “living” and traditional war memorials across the nation in the years 

immediately following Armistice Day.12 Third, I interrogate how Pilgrimage 

advocates asserted Gold Star mothers’ responsibility to commemorate and be 

commemorated during the Pilgrimage hearings. Finally, I examine how Gold Star 

mothers explicated their civic responsibility to embody the sacrifices of their sons and 

influence future performances of motherhood. 

Containing Women’s Citizenship in a Post-Suffrage Era 

 Some suffragists foregrounded women’s war-work and mothers’ wartime 

sacrifices as they advocated for the passage and eventual ratification of the 

Nineteenth Amendment. Carrie Chapman Catt and Nettie Rogers Shuler explained 

how “the suffragists of 1917 had read history; they knew how prone men were to 

accept the help of suffragists in their hour of need and forget women’s suffrage in the 

hours of calm.”13 Many prominent suffragists who participated in war-work and war 

relief rejoined the peace movement immediately after Armistice Day. Anna Howard 

Shaw argued that women must be enfranchised in order to protect the lasting peace 

that their sons died to preserve. Before her death in 1919, Shaw implored the public 

to support the League of Nations and the Nineteenth Amendment: “Oh, men, we 

women, the mothers of the race, have given everything, have suffered everything, 

have sacrificed everything, and we come to you now and say: ‘The time has come 

when we will no longer sit quietly by and bear and rear sons to die at the will of a few 

men. We will not endure it!’”14 After the war, historian Alan Dawley explains that 

newly renamed Woman’s International League for Peace and Freedom (WILPF)—
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formerly known as the Woman’s Peace Party in the United States—“picked up the 

thread where it had been dropped upon U.S. entrance into the war.”15 As Congress 

debated the Nineteenth Amendment in 1919, the organization called on all nations to 

make women full and equal citizens.16 Catt became active again in the peace 

movement and co-founded the National Committee on the Cause and Cure of War 

(NCCCW) in 1924, which posited that women would be responsible for preserving 

post-war peace.17 Scholar Linda Schott describes how the “women of the NCCW 

believed it was their duty to establish world peace” and grounded this duty in the 

belief that “women were more desirous of peace than men because both their 

biological role as child-bearers and their prescribed social role as nurturers 

contributed to women’s preference for peace.”18 While these arguments were used to 

advocate for the eventual ratification of the Nineteenth Amendment, they also became 

a source of post-suffrage backlash against suffragists and other progressive women.  

 After the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment, government officials and 

some patriotic organizations challenged the patriotism of suffragists and pacifists. 

One form of such reactionary rhetoric was known as the “Spider Web Chart,” created 

in 1922 by Lucia Maxwell, an employee of the Department of War’s Chemical 

Warfare Bureau.19 Described as the “most notorious attack on female activists” in the 

1920s, scholar Kirsten Marie Delegard explains that the web-like diagram purported 

to show that 16 women’s organizations—like the WILPF and the National League of 

Women Voters—led by 29 former suffragists, were “fostering subversion and putting 

millions of female voters at the service of Soviet agents.”20 The chart circulated 

widely among patriotic organizations between 1922-1923 and was published for a 
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national audience in 1924, the same year of the first congressional hearing to 

deliberate Gold Star Pilgrimage legislation.21 Historian Christine K. Erickson 

explains that the chart was widely viewed as evidencing “a frightening web of 

alliances between feminist, radical, and pacifist organizations” who could not be 

trusted with the rights and responsibilities of citizenship.22 

Catt responded to the chart’s widespread circulation in a 1924 article 

published in the Woman Citizen. She asserted that former suffragists were targeted 

because they attempted to stand against the government’s plan to increase military 

spending and exercise their newfound rights:  

Here are women conducting themselves as they always have when they want 
something which can only be attained by political action, that is, speaking, 
arranging meetings, petitioning, reading, investigating, thinking, how to 
abolish war, the world's greatest crime. Yet . . . they suddenly discover that a 
department of their own government is systematically discrediting them by the 
distribution of false and libelous charges.23 

 
Secretary of War John W. Weeks released a brief statement that apologized for the 

chart in 1924 and stated that it would be destroyed.24 However, Catt observed, “[i]t is 

not easy to catch up or to stop a lie when it has once started on its course.” She made 

the case that the chart severely damaged the reputation of women’s organizations 

with ties to the suffrage movement.25 Reflecting back on the time period, scholar 

Nancy F. Cott argues that the chart and other organized efforts by anti-radicalism 

groups—often led by former anti-suffragists— was “principally to defame pacifists” 

but also hampered the work of women working toward “social welfare legislation” 

and the Equal Rights Amendment.26 These women constantly had to defend their 

civic loyalty while women who did not challenge patriarchy through their political 

actions were more likely deemed as patriotic and thus authentic citizens.  
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In an era of post-suffrage, the government and patriotic organizations 

undercut more progressive constructions of women’s enfranchisement by 

reconstituting the Gold Star mother as the ideal of maternal citizenship.27 Historian 

Kate Hallgren explains how wartime “praise of mothers of soldiers as the true 

mothers of the nation helped galvanize a conservative women’s movement” in a post-

war America.28 The political power of the Gold Star mother arose as local 

communities around the nation grappled with how to remember fallen soldiers in the 

direct aftermath of the Great War.  

Shaping Local Commemoration and Constituting Maternal Responsibility 

A cohesive narrative of victory did not emerge on the American homefront 

after the Great War. Steven Trout notes that Americans struggled locally and 

nationally to “distill an ambiguous war into a collective memory.”29 Many Americans 

questioned why the nation entered the war and how the nation benefitted from the 

war.30 Politicians struggled to define American international policy after the war, 

impacting the government’s ability to craft a cohesive war narrative for the nation.31 

The Senate rejected the Treaty of Versailles and did not formally end the war with 

Germany until 1921, almost three years after Armistice Day.32 During these three 

years of bitter national debate, local communities grappled with how to commemorate 

a war with an ambiguous outcome for Americans.  

These political uncertainties impacted the commemorative practices of local 

communities across the nation. Some community members rejected internationalism, 

while others viewed the government’s treaty inaction as a betrayal to fallen soldiers.33 

Quoting Senator Hiram Johnson (R-CA), one 1919 newspaper editorial argued, “this 
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League means that American boys shall police the world; that all tottering nations of 

the earth shall be upheld by our blood and our bone.”34 Summarizing the opposing 

viewpoint, one woman observed that community members were “indignant with 

American politicians who are fighting with their mouths against what soldiers fought 

to win with their lives—the League of Nations and the end of all war.”35 This political 

uncertainty encouraged many memorial committees to foreground the local soldier 

instead of national victory. Monuments often featured a statue of a soldier and 

plaques inscribed with names of all local war dead. Trout notes that this focus on 

“ordinary American infantryman” reflected an “enshrinement of the citizen soldier” 

that defined interwar commemorative art.36 Local commemorations honored 

individual soldiers while reaffirming national civic responsibilities of patriotism, 

loyalty, and sacrifice.  

Commemorative efforts also functioned to assuage collective guilt over the 

war dead. Many members of the public argued that the United States did not “gain” 

anything from the war, but lost thousands of the nation’s sons. Historian Lisa 

Budreau notes that commemorative practices after the war provided mothers and 

veteran’s organizations with “assurances that the sacrifice of life had not been in 

vain.”37 One Gold Star mother reflected this sentiment during a memorial fundraising 

luncheon in Kansas City. She expressed that the efforts to create a memorial “meant 

everything to me, although at first I thought I couldn’t bear to come. But when I see 

how all these people feel, I know that my grief is their grief and I haven’t given my 

son in vain.”38 According to the mother, community commemorative practices 

exalted her son as a model citizen, which lessened the pain of his death.  
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Community memorial dedications sought to reaffirm citizen’s patriotic 

responsibilities. In addition to international policy debates, post-war cities around the 

nation grappled with intersecting social and economic tensions including: public 

health crises caused by the influenza epidemic, an “unprecedented” number of labor 

strikes, mounting fears of Communist infiltrators, and a significant rise in racial 

violence.39 Fallen soldiers, community leaders argued, offered a model for citizenship 

that countered the divisive politics of a post-war America. Secretary of State 

Bainbridge Colby illustrated this sentiment during an address at Brooklyn’s Prospect 

Park World War memorial. He said: “There are no factions under the flag of the 

United States . . . how fine a thing if we could reconstitute in our public lives and in 

the hearts of public servants the fine spirit of complete and selfless devotion that we 

record in those bronze hard names in yonder monument.”40 Colby’s description of 

factionless remembrances also did not reflect the reality of America’s 

commemorative practices. Monuments funded by organizations like the American 

Legion, Gold Star organizations, and American War Mothers (AWM) rarely depicted 

African American soldiers who served in segregated units and died during the war.41 

War monuments in this era exalted the white male soldier as the paradigm of 

masculinity and citizenship. Foreshadowing national Gold Star Pilgrimage practices, 

localized memorialization utilized a discourse of equality while excluding African 

Americans in practice.  

Local memorial dedications ceremonies also exalted Gold Star mothers’ 

sacrifice for the nation. Gold Star mothers received reserved seating, unveiled statues, 

and laid floral wreaths during these events.42 Dedication addresses by men also 
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highlighted the importance of maternal citizenship to the public good. During a 1921 

dedication in Philadelphia, Father Edward J. Murthaugh reminded thousands gathered 

that mothers also made the ultimate sacrifice during the war. He recounted the story 

of one mother after her only two sons were drafted overseas. The Department of War 

offered to send one of her sons home, but the mother rejected this offer. Echoing 

Spartan motherhood rhetoric, Murthaugh recalled that “the woman demurred and 

said: ‘God gave them to me—I give them to my country.”43 Murthaugh framed Gold 

Star mothers as equals in sacrifice to the soldiers immortalized in the memorial. 

While Gold Star mothers sponsored, attended, and participated in memorial 

dedications, they were not immortalized in monuments. These memorial dedications 

illustrate how women are traditionally framed as “helpers of commemoration”—

expected to commemorate men but not be commemorated in public spaces.44 Gold 

Star Pilgrimages sought to foreground Gold Star mothers in national commemorative 

practices.  

Many Great War commemorative practices challenged traditional norms of 

war memorialization. Members of the public questioned if fundraising efforts should 

be used to erect monuments without a functional purpose. Communities raised funds 

to build thousands of meeting halls, schools, public parks, bridges, roads, theatres, 

and other community spaces in honor of fallen soldiers.45 One woman in Macon, 

Georgia, summarized this popular argument for functional or living monuments. She 

asked the public to consider if it was moral to “offer in return for the sacrifice which 

our soldiers made for humanity our thanks, appreciation, and love in the form of cold 

stone and marble unless it is used to help humanity.”46 Functional memorial 



 142 

proponents reasoned that commemorative practices should enrich the community 

since deceased soldiers could no longer contribute to the public good.  

 Some functional memorial proponents argued that Gold Star mothers should 

be commemorated alongside their fallen sons. Henry E. Jackson, a Special Agent in 

Community Organization for the Bureau of Education, proposed local community 

buildings called “Liberty Halls” around the nation that would feature a tablet with the 

names of all fallen soldiers. 47 The Liberty Halls, Jackson noted, could facilitate social 

and civic activities that honored the war dead and trained a new generation of 

productive citizens. Jackson called on communities to include the names of all Gold 

Star mothers on memorial tablets. He justified this inclusion by arguing that mothers 

“furnished the heroes. In their loss they have already suffered more than the boys and 

will bear an additional burden of loneliness and hardship down the long trail of the 

future. While we remember the heroic boys, it is unfair to forget their equally heroic 

mothers.”48 Jackson’s argument foreshadowed arguments for the Gold Star 

Pilgrimages—women earned the right to be commemorated through their sons’ 

sacrifice. Women’s organizations facilitated another form of living commemoration 

that explicitly invoked motherhood.  

Many women’s organizations sought to line newly built buildings, roadways, 

and parks with trees to honor the memory of fallen soldiers and serve as “a practical 

step in the reforestation of America.”49 Organizations coordinated throughout the 

nation with the goal to plant at least one tree in their community for every deceased 

soldier, with many states significantly exceeding expected numbers.50 Hattie M. 

Rincker, the AWM’s National Memory Tree Chairman, reported that communities in 
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Massachusetts lined state highways with 50,000 memory trees by 1929.51 Other 

regional chapters created “memorial groves” in city parks. For example, the 

Philadelphia AWM collaborated with community partners to plant over 300 oak trees 

in Fairmont Park. AWM and other community organizations affixed a metal label to 

each tree with biographical information of a local soldier who died in combat.52 

Proponents of this commemorative form argued that trees represented a symbolic 

rebirth of the fallen soldiers. The Service Star Legion of the Utah Federation of 

Women’s Clubs published an essay that summarized this argument. The writer 

explained:  

What more fitting symbol could be placed to the memory of one who gave his 
life for the same soil? A cathedral is a man-made place of worship; but a tree 
only God can make. It is a cathedral, monument, and more—it lives. A man-
made monument soon crumbles, losing its power to inspire but the history of a 
tree is one of alternative death and resurrection . . . symbols of mother-love 
giving all. And perhaps you will watch the leaves falling, covering the roots 
knowing that their component parts will again circle through the limbs, again 
unfold as leaves, bringing life to the dead.53 
 

A memorial tree, proponents argued, planted in a soldier’s hometown allowed his 

patriotic spirit to grow and flourish even if his body may lie under foreign soil. A 

mother’s love during the tree planting process, the essay noted, allowed for the 

patriotic ideal of fallen soldiers to also flourish.  

Patriotic organizations framed memorial trees as an extension of maternal 

responsibility. TAWM contributor Florence Magers Geeslin articulated the connection 

between memorial trees and Gold Star mothers through poetry. Her poem described 

memorial trees as a symbol of a mother’s undying love for her fallen soldier and the 

nation: “Long shall it stand, a shade it shall be/Yea, man yet unborn will its meaning 

revere/A token of motherlove, fadeless and pure/Ever enfolding a memory dear.”54 
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The memorial tree, Geeslin asserted, illustrated that a Gold Star mother fulfilled her 

civic duty by sacrificing her son for the nation. However, AWM asserted that a son’s 

death did not end a mother’s responsibility to her son. During a 1924 memorial grove 

dedication, one speaker called on war mothers to cultivate the newly planted trees “as 

carefully as the mothers did their boys before they made the great sacrifice.”55 The 

speaker implied that a Gold Star mother must cultivate her son’s patriotic legacy as 

symbolized by the tree with the same care that she raised him to be a soldier. Gold 

Star Pilgrimage advocates applied this reasoning to war commemorations on a 

national level.  

Local communities often did not have to choose between functional and 

traditional war memorials. Cities across the nation featured a mixture of statues, 

honor rolls, tribute trees, dedicated buildings, and other forms of functional 

memorials.56 Many local communities invoked the importance of mothers in their 

commemorative practices but failed to formally include the Gold Star mother in local 

memorials. Proponents of Gold Star Pilgrimages sought to rectify this omission, 

invoking Gold Star mothers’ right to be commemorated while honoring their sons. 

The government objected to these diverse range of local commemorative practices, 

urging the public to focus on national forms of memorialization overseas and on the 

homefront. The American Battle Monuments Commission (ABMC), formed in 1923, 

called on communities to support “official sanctioned monuments” erected for the 

American military cemeteries in Europe.57  

Some politicians attempted to include a Gold Star mother commemoration on 

the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier in Arlington Cemetery in Virginia. Dedicated in 
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1921, the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier was designed to commemorate all fallen 

soldiers who could not be identified or remained missing in action.58 In 1926, the 

Senate passed a resolution to add an overhead enclosure to the Tomb. Senator Henrik 

Shipstead (FL-MN) called on the Senate to require an addition to the enclosure that 

would “memorialize the sacrifices of the mother who gave birth to the unknown 

soldier” on the proposed enclosure designs.59 He argued that Gold Star mothers 

earned the right to be recognized on a national memorial. In a TAWM article, 

Shipstead called on Congress to require a Gold Star mother tribute on the Tomb’s 

“canopy,” arguing that it would remind the public that “you cannot separate the idea 

of a boy who gives his life for his country from that of a mother who gave him 

birth.”60 Shipstead described motherhood as synonymous with civic sacrifice—they 

give birth to their sons who they sacrifice for the public good. They also sacrifice for 

the nation by committing to serving as the embodiment of their sons’ patriotic 

memory. While senators rejected his Tomb proposal, Pilgrimage advocates utilized 

similar arguments to ensure maternal commemoration on a national level.  

Advocating for Gold Star Pilgrimages and an Ideal of Maternal Citizenship 

 Pilgrimage rhetoric was widely used in national and international 

commemorative discourse. In his study of Great War commemorative practices, 

David William Lloyd asserts that post-war publics utilized the “language of 

pilgrimage” to describe travels to battlegrounds and cemeteries. The language was 

used, he claims, to “provide greater meaning to the loss and bereavement caused by 

war” and “express the spiritual nature of the struggle.”61 The American Legion and 

other organizations helped facilitate pilgrimages throughout the 1920s for returned 
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veterans and some families to experience the European battlefields and visit the 

under-construction American cemeteries in France and Belgium.62 In 1927, the 

Legion hosted their national conference in Paris and 20,000 members engaged in a 

pilgrimage to the battlefields and cemeteries.63 Peace advocates also described their 

travels through post-war Europe as pilgrimages, documenting what they described as 

the unnecessary destruction of war and urgency to prevent future wars.64 Many 

pilgrims utilized private funds or organizational sponsorships to visit European 

cemeteries and battlegrounds.65 Pilgrimage advocates asserted that a Gold Star 

mother earned the right to a government-funded voyage to the European cemeteries.  

Advocacy efforts for Gold Star Pilgrimages spanned a decade. Representative 

Fiorello La Guardia (R-NY) authored the first Pilgrimage bill in 1919, proposing 

funding for entire Gold Star families to travel to European gravesites.66 This 

legislation did not receive congressional or widespread public support due to 

uncertainty over the future of European cemeteries. LaGuardia described how the 

entire nation was “focused on getting the bodies back” instead of planning how to 

execute government-funded pilgrimages.67 By 1924, members of Congress and the 

majority of citizens supported the idea of government-funded pilgrimages for Gold 

Star mothers. Reflecting this widespread support, Representative Samuel Dickstein 

(D-NY) proclaimed, “I do not think there will be a Congressman on the floor who 

will vote against the bill.”68 Congress primarily grappled with the logistics of the 

Pilgrimage including: how the money would be allocated, what government or 

nonprofit agency would be responsible for executing the voyages, and who would be 

eligible for Pilgrimages. For the next ten years, members of Congress debated over 30 



 147 

versions of Pilgrimage legislation until a final version of the bill passed and was 

signed into law by President Calvin Coolidge in 1929.69 The final legislation called 

for 54 Pilgrimages to take place over a three-year period, beginning in 1930.70 

 Throughout this period of commemorative deliberation, Pilgrimage advocates 

and members of Congress positioned the Gold Star mother as the most authentic 

embodiment of maternal citizenship. In the process, they rhetorically constructed a 

“hierarchy of sacrifice,” which positioned Gold Star mothers as ideal citizens 

primarily entitled to and responsible for commemorating national ideals.71 In this 

section, I specifically analyze how Pilgrimage advocates and members of Congress 

articulated Gold Star mothers’ rights and responsibilities during congressional 

hearings and public advocacy. Such commemorative practices expressed Gold Star 

mothers’ right to commemorate and articulated women’s civic responsibility.  

Articulating Rights in a Post-War and Post-Suffrage Era  

The Gold Star Pilgrimage debates provide unique insight into how women 

affiliated with the anti-suffrage movement asserted their rights after the Nineteenth 

Amendment passed. Women who testified in support of the Gold Star Pilgrimages 

never explicitly invoked their newly enfranchised civic status during congressional 

hearings. Instead, Pilgrimage advocates framed themselves as mothers rather than 

“political actors,” foregrounding sentimentality in their advocacy.72 Mrs. Matilda 

Burling, Gold Star Service Organization President, began her testimony by pointing 

out to senators that mothers “have no paid lobbyists, we have but ourselves and our 

hearts to crave a favor our country should grant.”73 She described Gold Star mothers 

as uninterested in politics and only concerned with preserving the memory of their 
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sons. Similarly, AWM President Margaret M. McCluer began her testimony by 

apologizing for her lack of political acumen, undercutting women’s newfound 

political power. Even though she led one of the largest women’s organizations in the 

nation, McCluer reminded the all-male congressional committee “that I can make 

better biscuits than I can make speeches. I hope you will off balance any mistakes I 

may make against my good biscuits.”74 She implied that the AWM—in the aftermath 

of woman’s enfranchisement—would not rhetorically challenge male’s political 

power or seek to transform traditional gender roles. However, Pilgrimage advocates’ 

seemingly apolitical testimony obscured their efforts to organize and engage war 

mothers as voters.  

The AWM called on members to view motherhood as a powerful tool for 

conservative political organizing. Eve Sheerer, TAWM Associate Editor, argued that 

members must politically engage not only as mothers, but citizens qualified to vote on 

every political issue. Sheerer wrote, “If there is any body of citizens in America who 

are better fitted to vote than war mothers, the writer has not met them.”75 Her essay 

reflected the AWM’s belief that members must reorient their anti-suffragist views on 

women’s citizenship and exercise their right to vote. Sheerer admonished members 

who advocated for legislation but refused to vote, calling on mothers to recognize that 

they “have no right to ask Senators and Representatives to favor political measures, 

unless we have voted in the polls and so become in reality part of the governing 

portion of America.”76 AWM national leaders assured members that voting was no 

different than “house cleaning,” echoing “municipal housekeeping” arguments.77 
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Sheerer used “domestic metaphors” to justify women’s entry into politics and 

encourage anti-suffragists to vote. Sheerer urged members to consider that:  

You wouldn’t fail to move into a house your ancestors had died to get for you 
because it was dirty and you did not want to get your hands soiled by cleaning it 
up. You would start the job of house cleaning that would leave you a wreck and a 
sight, but you would soothe your sore muscles with the reflection that it could 
never get in the condition again if you had anything to say. If Mothers would only 
look on political parties as dirty houses needing cleaning and wade into each 
campaign, there would be a change for the better.78 
 

Sheerer argued that war mothers could not allow feminists and pacifists, guided by 

self-interest, to dictate the nation’s future. The AWM and other Pilgrimage advocates 

centered commemoration as a foundational aspect of women’s citizenship. The Gold 

Star mother, Pilgrimage advocates implied, exercised her rights to further the patriotic 

legacy of her son.  

 Advocates often described the Pilgrimages as both a gift and form of 

repayment from the government. After initially referring to the Pilgrimage as a 

“favor,” Burling articulated why Gold Star mothers earned the right to pilgrimage.79 

She reasoned that the government owed Gold Star mothers for their wartime service, 

framing their efforts as essential to war victory. Burling admonished senators to 

remember that “it was our [mothers’] flesh and blood who enriched foreign soil. . . . 

Can the government not repay us for our loss? The cost of the Pilgrimage is very little 

for the government to do for us.”80 This strategy reflected “Tough Mother” rhetoric, 

which combined aggressive and traditionally feminine speaking styles to advocate for 

increased rights.81 Jennie Walsh, American Gold Star Association President, utilized 

this rhetorical style when she chided members of Congress who questioned whether 

the government could afford to pay for the Pilgrimages. She testified: “It is not a 
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question of money with your Government. They have money for everything else—

they had money for the war; they had money for guns; they had money to kill them, 

and then why have they not the money to help these poor mothers, whose hearts are 

just breaking at the sight of the grave.”82 Their testimony also reflected the belief that 

the government must fulfill its duty to Gold Star mothers. Advocates argued that Gold 

Star Pilgrimages functioned as the payment for mothers’ wartime service.  

Gold Star mothers invoked the social contract to advocate for the Pilgrimages. 

Mrs. Jennie M. Mason, 106th Infantry Gold Star Circle President, praised the “good 

hearts” of the senators and asked them to “realize we are not asking too much when 

we so willingly gave all for our country.”83 E. Michele Ramsey notes citizenship 

grounded in the social contract relies on a “marketplace metaphor” where citizens 

earn rights in return for their “service to democracy.”84 Pilgrimage advocates argued 

that women earned their right to the Pilgrimage due to their wartime service. One 

Gold Star mother testified that soldiers and mothers equally “did their best for the 

country and now I hope that our government will do its best and send mothers over 

there.”85 Gold Star mother L.A. Slauson advised members of Congress that they 

could never fathom the depth of mothers’ service for the nation. She wrote, “It is the 

least they [Congress] can do to recompense us for our loss, which they can never 

repay.”86 Although Congress could never fully compensate Gold Star mothers, 

advocates maintained that the Pilgrimages functioned to fulfill the social contract.  

Members of Congress also claimed that the government must fulfill their 

responsibility to Gold Star mothers. Senator Robert F. Wagner (D-NY) explicitly 

connected the Pilgrimages to women’s fulfillment of the social contract. He urged a 
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quick passage of the bill by arguing that Gold Star mothers fulfilled their 

“government duty which was involved in the war.”87 By paying for the Pilgrimage, he 

asserted, Congress and the American public “are paying them for the sacrifices which 

they have made.”88 Representative Charles Stengle (D-NY) asserted that the Gold 

Star mothers represented “a vast army of mothers who have given up their offspring 

for the benefit of the country.”89 By utilizing a military metaphor, Stengle positioned 

mothers and soldiers on an even playing field in sacrificing for the nation. 

Representative David J. Connell (D-NY) asserted that Gold Star mothers’ sacrifice 

even exceeded the sacrifice of soldiers buried overseas. He reminded the committee: 

“No person has ever been called upon to make a greater sacrifice for our Government 

than have they [Gold Star mothers], and we ought to do what we can to hurry this 

measure.”90 Members of Congress who authorized Pilgrimage legislation emphasized 

that the government had greater responsibility to Gold Star mothers than any other 

group of living citizens.  

  Pilgrimage advocates and members of Congress asserted that Gold Star 

mothers earned the right to commemorate, implying that the loss of a son was more 

traumatic than death. The government did not fund pilgrimages for any other group, 

illustrating the exalted status of maternal sacrifice. However, this exalted status 

prescribed additional civic responsibilities for Gold Star mothers—responsibilities 

expressed by both government officials and Pilgrimage advocates. 

Invoking Mothers’ Responsibility to Embody Sacrifice 

Gold Star mothers justified the Pilgrimages by invoking women’s traditional 

responsibly to honor the war dead. AWM member Mrs. William H. Marshall testified 
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that “the grave of a loved one is generally the mother’s care. It is a sacred spot; a 

place to be visited regularly; to plant a flower; to shed a tear and to say a prayer.”91 

Marshall explained that the generations of war mothers before her honored their 

responsibility to care for military burial grounds. Her testimony referred to efforts by 

the Confederate Ladies’ Memorial Associations (LMAs) to rebury soldiers on 

Southern soil and organize annual events to decorate those graves that functioned to 

glorify the ideals of the “Lost Cause.”92 Similar to LMAs, Pilgrimage advocates 

maintained that women must live to honor the memory of their fallen soldiers. One 

Pilgrimage advocate described the challenge for Gold Star mothers to honor patriotic 

sacrifice when their sons “lay in a narrow space where their bodies will become 

French clay.”93 Overseas military cemeteries, Pilgrimage advocates argued, disrupted 

women’s ability to care for soldiers’ burial grounds and cultivate patriotic 

sensibilities for future generations.  

 Gold Star mothers voiced concerns that traditional commemorative practices 

could not properly honor the sacrifices of Great War soldiers buried overseas. One 

Gold Star mother testified that “the Civil War and Spanish American War seem to be 

so different to this war. Did we have airplanes and poison gas? Did the boys have to 

suffer the torture of hell as the boys of the World War did?”94 By describing the 

horror of new technologies of battle, Pilgrimage advocates argued that 

commemorative practices must evolve due to realities of twentieth-century warfare. 

During the Civil War, families of fallen soldiers received condolence letters that 

commemorated “the Good Death.” 95 These letters, written by a death witness, would 
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describe how a soldier accepted their fate, declared their belief in salvation, and spent 

their last moments thinking of their loved ones.96  

Most Pilgrimage advocates grappled with the knowledge that their sons 

experienced the opposite of “the Good Death.”97 The Department of War sent 

“casualty telegrams” with sparse details, leaving families to imagine the agony of 

their loved ones’ final moments.98 Some veterans’ groups confirmed these fears by 

providing “unflinchingly graphic death reports,” which detailed how agonizing gas 

burns or gaping head wounds kept soldiers from uttering sentimental last words.99 

Pilgrimage advocates testified that the government must support new commemorative 

practices to honor fallen sons and counter national feelings of ambivalence toward the 

war. For some Americans, the European cemeteries and newly built Tomb of the 

Unknown Soldier functioned as a “solemn” deterrent for future wars.100 Pilgrimage 

advocates and other patriotic organizations feared that this anti-war narrative would 

inhibit men from serving in the military. As a result, Gold Star mothers articulated 

their responsibility to infuse patriotism back into national commemorations. 

Pilgrimage advocates testified that the harrowing deaths of soldiers buried 

overseas complicated mothers’ civic duty to encourage men to sacrifice for the 

nation. This argument reflects Susan A. Brewer’s scholarly observation that war must 

be glamorized in order to embolden future generations to fight and die for their 

country.101 Pilgrimage advocates implied the inability of Gold Star mothers to view 

their sons’ final resting place and patriotically honor wartime death would also make 

them incapable of fully serving the nation. Gold Star mothers who paid for their own 

voyages testified to how the experience allowed them to overcome crippling grief and 
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advocate for patriotic causes. One mother testified that since seeing first hand “the 

white crosses overseas,” she “devoted” her “life to . . . taking an active part in several 

patriotic organizations.”102 She implied that the act of visiting the grave provided 

mothers with the strength to motivate future sacrifice.  

Disillusioned Gold Star mothers, advocates warned, would pose a risk to the 

future of military readiness. This sentiment illustrates Suzanne Evans’ assertion that a 

“mourning mother” who channels her grief against the state rather than for it has 

historically been treated as a threat to national stability.103 Reflecting this scholarly 

insight, Mrs. Frederick Guderboard noted that: “I think if mothers can go over there 

then, perhaps it would not be so bitter for the younger boys who are being brought up. 

And it would make a bad impression on those younger boys if the mother was 

bitter.”104 Gold Star mothers assured Congress that the Pilgrimages would provide 

mothers with the resolve and strength necessary to instill patriotic values in future 

generations. In doing so, Pilgrimage advocates reified traditionally gendered 

understandings of civic responsibility. 

Furthering such gender traditions, Gold Star mothers asserted their moral 

authority over male government officials during the Pilgrimage hearings. Pilgrimage 

advocates argued that male members of Congress could never comprehend the 

suffering that soldiers and their mothers endured during the war. Gold Star mother 

Ethel Nock testified: “I hope you gentleman will realize that when a man lays down 

his life he takes a part of his mother’s heart as well—a mother never really gets over 

her son’s death.”105 Nock and other Pilgrimage advocates positioned Gold Star 
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mothers as the moral compasses for war-related legislation, able to speak on behalf of 

their sons who died for the nation.  

Gold Star mothers utilized this belief to advocate explicitly for other 

legislation during the Pilgrimage hearings. Some Gold Star mothers used part of their 

testimony to criticize congressional inaction related to the Bonus Act. Gold Star 

mother Effie B. Vedder warned: “if your Government would like to stand well with 

mothers, their hearts are pretty bitter with the way you are treating boys on the bonus, 

and you do not know, because you do not know how a mother’s heart feels; the 

mothers of the boys feel a great deal more than the boys themselves that they are not 

being treated properly.”106 She asserted that if a political party wanted war mothers’ 

support during the 1924 election then they needed to support Pilgrimage legislation 

and other legislative initiatives supported by the AWM. Vedder’s testimony 

illustrates how conservative women’s groups utilized commemorative work to 

highlight war mothers’ growing political power.  

 While many war mothers expressed support for the Gold Star Pilgrimages, 

others believed that government funds could be better allocated to commemorate 

men’s sacrifices. A few women’s organizations wrote their members of Congress to 

advocate against Pilgrimage legislation and offer alternative ways to utilize the 

allocated funds. The Women’s Club of Upper Montclair, New Jersey’s passed a 

resolution to strongly oppose the Pilgrimage bill. In their letter to Senator Hiram 

Bingham (D-CT), the organization, made up of 1,200 members, described the 

Pilgrimages as a “flagrant misappropriation of public funds” and called on the 

government “not” to “perform so sentimental and questionable . . .  service” that “is 
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highly objectionable to American ideals.”107 The Women’s Club argued that the 

public funds must be used to support programs to help veterans who struggled to 

reintegrate into society. The Essex County Clearing House of Women’s 

Organizations (ECCHWO) also dismissed Gold Star mothers who advocated for the 

Pilgrimage bill as selfish and misguided. They wrote: “We feel that dignified women 

would not take advantage of an offer to send them to France . . . we feel that money 

thus appropriated could be much better used to give employment to disabled men and 

therefore enable them some self-respect.”108 They argued that Pilgrimage advocates 

acted out of their own self-interest instead of the best interests of the nation. For the 

ECCHWO, assisting returned veterans represented the best way to commemorate 

men’s sacrifice.   

War mothers opposed to Pilgrimage legislation argued that commemorative 

efforts should focus on the living instead of the dead. Reflecting this belief, war 

mother Mabel Kay wrote to Senator Bingham and asked him to oppose the 

legislation. She also called on Gold Star mothers to consider how they could improve 

the lives of returned soldiers: “If people would only visit the hospital and see where 

the money could be placed to an advantage, and the asylums—make life worth living 

for those that are worse off than dead . . . look after the living is my thought” as they 

attempted to integrate into society with the physical and mental scars of war.109 These 

war mothers called on Pilgrimage advocates to highlight and honor disabled veterans’ 

sacrifices instead of exalting an overseas burial ground. While disabled veterans 

received public praise, they faced significant challenges when they attempted to 

reintegrate after war.110  
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Some war mothers also questioned why the government planned to 

compensate Gold Star mothers for fulfilling their duty to the nation but would not do 

the same for mothers who cared for disabled veterans. One war mother asserted that, 

“No Gold Star Mother lost her son more than I did.”111 She claimed that Gold Star 

mothers were lucky because their son died quickly instead of suffering a lifetime of 

war wounds. Many soldiers suffered from “shell-shock”—a severe form of 

psychological trauma. Even though many doctors struggled to treat shell-shock, 

mothers of returning soldiers were expected to “realize the soldier’s suffering” and 

“dedicate herself to his care.”112 Some war mothers worried that mothers of disabled 

veterans would not be recognized for this unpaid service to the nation. A war mother, 

Emma Keesler Sweet, wrote to Senator Bingham: “What’s the idea of giving the 

gold-star mothers a trip to Paris and doing absolutely nothing for the mothers of the 

disabled soldiers who for the last ten years have had to shoulder the burden forced 

upon them by the draft.”113 She questioned why “Silver Star” mothers, who also 

sacrificed for the nation, did not receive the same treatment as Gold Star mothers. 

Families typically replaced a Blue Star with a Silver Star on a military service flag if 

a loved one was “disabled or invalided by injury or disease” during active duty.114 

Service flags visualized the hierarchy of sacrifice for families, framing injury (silver) 

as a less valuable for the nation than death (gold). Sweet explicated how mothers like 

her “had to witness their promising lads, the fruit of their life’s work returned wrecks. 

Some of us put our shoulders to the wheel and grinned and bore it; others left theirs in 

hospitals. Even after 10 years of hard and devoted work our boys aren’t and never 

will be the same.”115  



 158 

Members of Congress dismissed the Silver Star mothers’ concerns as separate 

from the commemorative question at hand. Wagner interpreted their Pilgrimage 

opposition to be motivated by jealousy. He questioned: “For what reason do they 

give? Is it because someone else is not included is their main objection?”116 He 

argued that the “committee could not be convinced” by the arguments that equated 

Gold Star Pilgrimages, veteran benefits, and Silver Star family assistance. Wagner 

and other committee members viewed veteran assistance and war commemoration as 

distinct issues.  

 While congressional members lauded disabled veterans’ service to the nation, 

veterans also served as visible reminders of war’s destructive power. This reflects 

what Jay Winter describes as “embodied” memories, which are “written on the men 

who fought” in wars.117 Veterans’ embodied memories produced “national anxiety” 

about the cost of war, challenging the CPI’s narrative of battlefield glory.118 

Pilgrimage advocates illustrated how Gold Star mothers could simultaneously 

commemorate and motivate sacrifice, inspiring future mothers to give their sons to 

military service. Gold Star mothers who testified in front of Congress articulated how 

the Pilgrimage would allow mothers to fulfill their duty to commemorate their son’s 

sacrifice while serving as peaceful symbols for the nation.  

Outlining Maternal Peace-Work in a Post-War Era  

Gold Star mothers also asserted their responsibility to memorialize their sons’ 

and by extension the nation’s commitment to peace. This responsibility was grounded 

in the traditional belief that mothers naturally cultivated peace and cooperation, 

echoing arguments by pre-war peace advocates.119 The AWM’s original charter 
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reflected this belief in their organizational mandate to “keep sacred the ties that bind 

together the mothers who gave their own blood and energy for their Country’s heroes 

and the World’s Peace.”120 The charter explicated the intertwined nature of a 

mother’s responsibility, her son’s legacy, and the world’s future peace. While this 

sentiment echoes the pre-war peace movement, AWM and other patriotic 

organizations defined military readiness as the ultimate keeper of peace.121 

Pilgrimages, advocates maintained, would allow a Gold Star mother to honor her 

son’s memory by continuing his fight for peace. In doing so, Gold Star mothers 

attempted to define peace for a post-war America.  

Pilgrimage advocates framed Gold Star mothers as the most authentic symbols 

of peace and international cooperation. One Gold Star mother testified: “What a 

wonderful peace mission it would be if such a group of mothers could be sent abroad 

as is proposed in the bill. I believe it will bring countries closer together than any act 

that could ever be suggested. That I am sure is the wish of every Gold Star 

mother.”122 She went on to note that a statue could not do justice to her son’s death in 

pursuit of a peaceful future. Pilgrimage advocates maintained that no monument, 

memorial, or government proclamation could fully encapsulate how their sons 

selflessly mobilized and sacrificed for the nation. Instead, Gold Star Pilgrimages 

could function as living memorials of sacrifice— embodying the nation’s past war 

effort and current pledge for peace. Representative Mary T. Norton (D-NJ) endorsed 

this argument in a letter, describing the legislation as supporting a “solemn and sacred 

pilgrimage—the greatest movement of all toward peace.”123 Norton implied that 



 160 

mothers, not intergovernmental organizations, must be at the forefront of any lasting 

peace efforts.   

Members of Congress maintained that Gold Star mothers were uniquely 

qualified to serve as national ambassadors for peace. When the Senate rejected the 

Treaty of Versailles, peace advocates and other nations challenged that in doing so 

the government also rejected an enduring symbol of America’s commitment to 

peace.124 Pilgrimage advocates and government officials argued that Gold Star 

mothers could function as the most powerful representatives of peace for the world. 

Invoking symbolic motherhood, Representative Loring Black (D-NY) described 

mothers’ innate peaceful nature. He asserted that the Pilgrimages would show the 

world that “we have a spiritual side to us” and that mothers could do more for peace 

than anything done by “our diplomats and other represented.”125 Senator Wagner 

posited that the “ranks of mothers” would travel to Europe and serve as “a new 

expeditionary force and a first line of defense for peace.”126 These statements 

illustrate how members of Congress envisioned Gold Star mother’s responsibility to 

define and represent peace on behalf of the nation.  

Representative La Guardia explicated this vision of maternal citizenship 

during a 1924 hearing. Invoking the social contract, he began his statement by 

reiterating the government’s responsibility to Gold Star mothers: “I want to say this, 

Mr. Chairman, that besides the duty and desire on the part of the United States 

Government to give the mothers this relief, to be able to visit the graves of her son, I 

see in this measure an opportunity of doing a great deal of good for world peace.”127 

La Guardia then described how American and French Gold Star mothers could 
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accomplish more to achieve war’s peace goals than any male statesman. La Guardia 

explained this logic: “when these American mothers arrive in France, they will come 

in contact with Gold Star Mothers of France, and they will create a common 

understanding that will be far more lasting than any peace treaty we can negotiate. In 

other words, the companionship of sorrow is more enduring than the comradeship of 

victory.”128 He expressed that Gold Star mothers from both countries served as the 

most authentic embodiment of wartime sacrifice—their sons and their own. La 

Guardia continued to describe how the “comradeship of victory” can often be tainted 

by the “petty jealousies” of men. In doing so, he also reiterated the belief that women 

could function as a moralizing force in politics. This argument reflects Kathleen Hall 

Jamieson’s description of a “new and fragile pedestal” for women in politics.129 An 

“assumption of feminine virtue” provided an avenue for increased political influence 

but it also limited what was considered a women’s issue. Pilgrimage advocates sought 

to expand their political influence by advocating for international peace policies 

through the lens of their son’s memory.  

 Many Americans questioned the definition of peace after winning a war 

fought to end all wars. Warren Harding’s successful 1920 presidential campaign and 

Calvin Coolidge’s 1924 reelection illustrated that the majority of citizens craved a 

“return to normalcy,” which rejected complicated “foreign entanglements” in favor of 

nativism.130 Echoing the pre-war preparedness movement, many government officials 

called for a strong and well-funded military as a function of peace. Many Americans, 

disillusioned by the horrors of war, believed that peace could not be sustained by 

“vague hopes of human good-will.”131 President Warren Harding invoked Gold Star 



 162 

mothers as he described a post-war vision for peace. During a 1921 speech in Atlanta, 

Harding maintained that “every gold star mother or maimed veteran, will agree that 

peace is preferable to war, and that to train a world in the ways of peace is better than 

to prepare for war.”132 Harding argued that peace and military power were not 

mutually exclusive, stating that “it is wholly consistent to preach peace and its 

triumphs in that convincing sincerity which an unselfish nation commands and yet 

make sure about our proper defense.”133 Harding implied that every Gold Star mother, 

the female version of the war hero, believed that peace required a strong national 

defense. His vision of peace rejected intergovernmental agencies and focused on 

securing American interests.  

Pilgrimage advocates embraced this militarized version of peace. The AWM 

called on the government to increase training opportunities for young men in honor of 

their own son’s sacrifice for peace. They wrote: “We, all of us [war mothers], want 

peace and believe in peace, but we do not believe in total disarmament which some 

organizations are advocating. We feel that the best way to insure everlasting peace is 

to have adequate national defense.”134 In an article for TAWM, Representative 

Florence Kahn (D-CA) articulated this belief: “I would resent any insult to our flag at 

any sacrifice, but I would continue to lend all our efforts to promote harmony and 

good will among the nations of the earth, so long as we keep the purity of the flag 

unsullied. We want it neither dyed red nor tinged with yellow.”135 Kahn’s statement 

reflects Christine K. Erickson’s assertion that the government viewed the peace 

movement as a “conduit for Anti-American propaganda” where foreign influences 

could infiltrate women’s organizations and utilize the spirit of internationalism to 
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weaken America’s military.136 In contrast, Pilgrimage advocates maintained that Gold 

Star mothers embodied a desire for peace motivated by patriotism.  

Gold Star mothers maintained that the Pilgrimages compelled the American 

public to remember that peace required sacrifice. Pilgrimage advocates argued that 

Gold Star mothers uniquely understood that peace required a strong military presence. 

A TAWM article explained that Gold Star mothers valued the nation over an 

international promise of peace. An AWM contributor explained: “We do not desire 

war. We know what agony it entails. But we would prefer war—war mothers as we 

are—rather than let American leadership and American idealism be dimmed by 

dishonor or disgraced or marred by shortsighted weakness.”137 AWM also noted that 

many of their sons died because the United States entered the war unprepared, 

echoing the preparedness movement’s pre-war criticism of the government. After the 

1924 Pilgrimage hearings, AWM President McClure wrote, “Surely if the World War 

taught us anything it brought home, to even the most peace-loving and 

internationally-minded of us, the terrible sacrifice that the young men of America 

paid in blood upon the field of France, by America entering the war unprepared.”138 

She described the need for the nation to remember that international peace was not 

earned through diplomatic means, but paid for with the blood of America’s sons.   

Echoing the arguments of the “Spider Web Chart,” Pilgrimage advocates 

disparaged women still active in the peace movement as anti-American. General 

James H. McRae lauded the AWM’s outreach work to help children reject the “peace 

at any price” narrative, which he argued women pacifists attempted to inject into 

school curriculum.139 McRae, invoking republican motherhood ideology, implied that 
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peace could not be the foundation of a son’s civic education. TAWM quoted D.A.R. 

President Edith Hobart to illustrate women’s historic responsibility to promote peace 

while protecting American interests. She wrote that the D.A.R. and all patriotic 

women’s organizations “stand for no principle or policy not based upon the very 

words of Washington and his revolutionary compatriots. In other words, the body is 

opposed to pacifism, socialism, and any form of internationalism which would 

sacrifice just national rights or interest, threaten the national safety or subvert the 

federal Constitution.”140 Hobart’s statement reflected Pilgrimage advocates’ belief 

that commemorations of peace must illuminate the importance of national defense.  

The AWM and other Pilgrimage advocates also condemned pacifists’ use of 

maternal appeals to promote peace at the expense of national defense. After the war, 

pacifists again utilized symbolic motherhood arguments to encourage women to 

oppose national defense spending and support international collaboration.141 

Pilgrimage advocates argued that pacifists did not earn the right to define peace. Five 

months after the 1924 Pilgrimage hearing, the AWM President publicly denounced 

women’s peace organizations that utilized “pacifist propaganda that seeks to play on 

women’s heartstrings” by targeting mothers and “pointing out that war deprives them 

of their offspring.”142 She then claimed women pacifists appropriated Gold Star 

mothers’ suffering in a way that misled future mothers and dishonored the memory of 

fallen soldiers. When considering national defense policies, the AWM asserted that 

the public must listen to “mothers who made sacrifices on the altar of war, who 

furnished the material for the World War,” and recognize the mothers who “paid for 

peace” with their sons’ lives “stand ready to pay again if the nation’s honor and safety 
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demand it.”143 Hobart’s statement illustrates how Pilgrimage advocates helped make 

Gold Star mothers the definitive voice on matters of peace and national defense. In 

doing so, Gold Star mothers also articulated their responsibility to guide future 

generations of mothers.  

Idealizing Maternal Sacrifice and Defining Motherhood for Future Generations  

Pilgrimage advocates also articulated Gold Star mothers’ responsibility to 

serve as a symbol of motherhood for the nation. Magazine articles, newspaper 

editorials, and other forms of discourse positioned Gold Star mothers as the model of 

patriotic and devoted motherhood. One florist magazine illustrated this belief by 

reminding readers that: “There is one great division of Motherhood holding an 

especial claim upon the consideration of every loyal American—the Gold Star mother 

of America whose sons, our country’s heroes are sleeping today, many on alien 

soil.”144 Pilgrimage advocates asserted that Gold Star mothers must utilize this 

exalted public platform to shape maternal responsibility for future generations.  

Members of Congress described how Gold Star mothers epitomized the 

American motherhood ideal. Representative William P. Connery, Jr. (D-MA) asked 

the Senate subcommittee to imagine how the Pilgrimages “will be a wonderful thing 

for the mothers, a wonderful thing for the country, and God knows no one has 

sacrificed more for the United States Government than the mothers of those who died 

on the field of battle.”145 Connery insisted that the Pilgrimages would induce the 

nation to honor and recognize the “valor” and loyalty of Gold Star mothers. 

Representative Robert G. Simmons (R-NE) reminded his colleagues that “we cannot 

do enough to honor Gold Star Mothers” who paid the “greatest price” for the nation 
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and continued to inspire women across the globe.146 These statements illustrate how 

Congress envisioned that these Pilgrimages would not only honor fallen soldiers, but 

also commemorate Gold Star mothers’ enactment of motherhood. This was 

illuminated through debates over who should be deemed an authentic Gold Star 

Pilgrim.  

Many Pilgrimage advocates opposed the inclusion of widows to the 

Pilgrimage legislation, noting the maternal bond superseded the marital bond. 

Historian Erica Kuhlman notes that congressional testimony and media coverage 

foregrounded mothers over widows, privileging “blood ties” over the symbolic ties of 

marriage.147As a result, mothers were framed as the most authentic symbols of 

feminine mourning in a post-war America. Newspapers, government officials, and 

patriotic organizations primarily referred to the Pilgrims as Gold Star mothers even 

after unmarried widows were included in the legislation. Historian John W. Graham 

notes that widows did not take an “active role in lobbying Congress for pilgrimages,” 

which some Gold Star mothers used as evidence to claim that widows did not deserve 

the responsibility to commemorate fallen soldiers.148  

Members of Congress and Pilgrimage advocates explicated why they believed 

mothers had a stronger commemorative claim than widows. During the 1924 hearing, 

Representative Dickstein stated, “I do not believe, and it might not be pleasing to 

some ladies to have me say this, that some ladies who have lost their husbands would 

care much about going across.”149 He implied that widows could make the choice to 

move past their grief, while mothers bared the responsibility to live for the memory of 

their sons. In 1928, Gold Star mother Ethel Nock reiterated this statement as she 
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argued that widows may take advantage of the Pilgrimage for a free trip. Nock 

warned:  

[Y]ou must remember, Senator Wagner, that many of the widows are girls 
whom boys would never have met had it not been for the contingency of camp 
life. Many of these girls were married immediately after their departure 
[death]. Many of these boys would not have been married except under the 
sympathies of the moment. Many of these widows are not worthy.150 
 

Nock’s harsh words reflected how widows during the interwar years were often 

accused of “morally contemptible” behavior for remarrying and considered unfit to be 

the keepers of their husbands’ memory.151 While denigrating widows, she reiterated 

the “sacred” responsibility of mothers to properly mourn their sons. She emphasized 

that the bond between a mother and son outweighed any other attachment, remarking 

that, “I think that mother love is greater than anything in the world. The widows, 

those who have not married again, perhaps it is a result of circumstances and not of 

wish. The mother lets no one take the place of that boy.”152 Nock implied that an 

unmarried widow was not necessarily loyal to her husband’s memory. Mothers, this 

logic presumed, embodied the authentic, living embodiment of patriotic sacrifice. For 

Pilgrimage advocates, the Gold Star ideal represented a singular and enduring 

commitment to her son’s memory.  

Congress also never meaningfully considered adding male Pilgrims even 

though some men called on legislators to include fathers. One father wrote to Senator 

Bingham and questioned how the bill could move forward “not mentioning fathers at 

all.”153 He suggested that the bill could be amended so that Gold Star mothers could 

bring her husband if she needed assistance. Veterans of Foreign War (VFW) 

representative Edwin Bettelheim requested that the committee consider amending the 
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legislation to add fathers as eligible if the mother or widow was deceased or too ill to 

travel. The VFW proposed the following amendment: “In the case there is no mother 

or widow, or in the case that either of these women are unable to make the trip, that 

the privilege be afforded to the gold-star father, who I am sure you will agree, is just 

as much interested (if not so much advertised) in his deceased son.”154 After reading 

the proposed amendment, he made clear that the VFW would fully support the 

legislation if the amendment was not added: “He [a gold star father] probably feels 

not quite but almost as keenly the situation as the mother, and we would be glad to 

see it inserted, but if it would in any way jeopardize the passage of the bill, we would 

not want to press it.”155 Betelheim implied that fathers did not publicly mourn in 

order to conform to the gendered norms of the era.156 Pilgrimage advocates 

maintained that men could never comprehend the inherent connection between a 

mother and her fallen son. Gold Star mother Effie Vedder illustrated this ideal by 

telling the all-male Senate Armed Services Committee that “you are all men and you 

have not and cannot feel the way a mother does. A part of her body is laying over 

there.”157 The Pilgrimages, advocates insisted, reminded the nation to honor the 

almost sacred bond between a soldier and mother.  

 Pilgrimage advocates positioned reproduction as the source of a Gold Star 

mother’s authenticity. In addition to strongly opposing widows and fathers as Gold 

Star Pilgrims, many commemorative organizations created strict boundaries about 

who constituted a “mother.” The national AWM limited membership to “women who 

gave their sons to the World War, the blood mother” and required all adoptive 

mothers to resign their membership.158 Similarly, the American Gold Star Mothers 
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Association restricted membership to biological mothers when the organizational 

applied for a congressional charter in the late 1920s. They defined an authentic Gold 

Star mother as “the author of the dead patriot’s being; not a step-mother; not a foster-

mother nor one by adoption but the blood Mother.”159 For the organization, the ability 

to embody the sacrifice of a fallen soldier was intertwined with the act of 

reproduction. This emphasis on biological motherhood troubled women who 

considered themselves to be Gold Star mothers but did not give birth to their fallen 

soldier.  

Representative Richard J. Welch (R-CA) spoke on behalf of women who self-

identified as maternal figures but did not give birth. He called for an amendment that 

would allow these women to complete the Pilgrimage with “real mothers of the boys 

who are buried there.”160 While Welch recognized these women as mothers, he still 

described women who gave birth as the “real mothers” of soldiers overseas—

bolstering Pilgrimage advocates’ rhetoric of biological motherhood. In a compromise, 

the final Pilgrimage legislation deemed women who “stood in locis parentis” as 

eligible for the Pilgrimages but set strict criteria for these women.161 As a result, 

many aunts, step-mothers, and other women guardians who did not raise the soldiers 

from a very young age were deemed ineligible for the Pilgrimage. These membership 

and Pilgrimage restrictions reflect Nira Yuval-Davis’s assertion that women are 

honored, condemned, and controlled based on their ability to be “biological 

reproducers” for the state.162 By foregrounding a biological understanding of 

motherhood, Pilgrimage advocates venerated women’s responsibility to create future 

soldiers for the nation.  
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  Gold Star mothers also articulated their responsibility to shape the meaning of 

motherhood for the nation. Advocates maintained that the Pilgrimages would inspire 

all “mothers of this great nation [to] continue to give the world true hearted, whole 

hearted, one hundred percent American sons.”163 Gold Star mothers who testified 

before Congress noted that they would not directly benefit from the Pilgrimage 

legislation. Members of Congress lauded Gold Star mothers for their “selfless” 

nature, applauding their decision to advocate on “behalf of the humbler, the poorer 

mother who could not pay the price to go there.”164 Advocates implied that the 

Pilgrimages would erase socioeconomic divisions among Gold Star mothers, allowing 

them to stand as a united front against unpatriotic forces. Representative Dickstein 

reminded committee members to consider the “moral effect” Pilgrimages would have 

on the nation, describing how Gold Star mothers would serve as a model of morality 

and sacrifice to all women of the nation.165 As members of Congress extolled the 

virtues of Gold Star mothers, Pilgrimage advocates asserted Gold Star mothers’ 

exalted civic status empowered them to regulate the maternal choices of other 

women.  

AWM member Ethel Stratton asked all Gold Star mothers to imagine what 

they would do after receiving the “great privilege of placing your tribute of love at the 

spot where his name is perpetuated in stone above the earth that cradles his beloved 

body. This is my message—will you carry it on?”166 For Stratton and other 

Pilgrimage advocates the answer was clear—Gold Star mothers “carried on” the spirit 

of maternal sacrifice by advocating for conservative politics. In 1928, TAWM called 

on the Gold Star mother to pledge “herself not only to vote constructively but to help 
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get out the conservative vote of the Nation.”167 By embracing their commemorative 

mandate, Pilgrimage advocates sought to shape future generations of mothers.  

Pilgrimage advocates asserted themselves as the authentic voice of mothers, 

disparaging “widely planned, well-organized, abley-led propaganda” that sought to 

disconnect motherhood and military service.168 Rebecca Jo Plant suggests that Gold 

Star Pilgrimages illustrate how “‘patriotic maternalism”’ began to overshadow 

“‘progressive maternalism”’ during the interwar years.169 Plant notes that Congress 

“effectively killed” the Maternity and Infant Protection Act, the first federal program 

focused on infant and maternal health, three months after it unanimously passed the 

Gold Star Pilgrimage legislation.170 Pilgrimage advocates used their national platform 

to advocate against these social welfare policies, which they asserted would weaken 

the legacy of Gold Star sacrifice.171 Soldiers learned to sacrifice, in this line of 

reasoning, because their mothers had the autonomy to raise them to be soldiers.  

Social welfare policies, Pilgrimage advocates maintained, encouraged sons to 

rely on the government instead of their mothers. Senator Royal S. Copeland (D-NY) 

illustrated this argument when he asserted during the 1928 hearing that “under no 

circumstances would I have the government be made a nursing bottle.”172 He implied 

that the Pilgrimages functioned as payment for services rendered to the nation while 

social welfare programs constituted handouts for the public. Gold Star mother Eve 

Sheerer called on all war mothers to oppose the Child Labor Amendment, a proposed 

Constitutional Amendment, which would allow Congress to “limit, regularize, and 

prohibit” the labor of those not yet eighteen years old.173 She wrote: “The boys of 

yesterday, our boys, have shown the world their mettle. Have we any right to allow 
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paternalism and socialism of the worst kind to emasculate the boys of today?” 174 

Sheerer implied that Gold Star mothers must oppose ideologies that could embolden 

future generations to neglect their duty to sacrifice. The rhetoric of Gold Star 

Pilgrimages illustrate Yuval-Davis’s assertion that not all women are “passive 

victims” of “policies or ideologies” that seek to control motherhood.175 She notes that 

some women function as “cultural reproducers” and are “empowered” by social and 

political forces to “exert control over other women” deemed wayward or 

disadvantaged.176 Gold Star mothers, Pilgrimage advocates implied, taught their sons 

to sacrifice for the government, while social welfare mothers taught their sons to take 

from the government.  

Conclusion 

On May 14, 1933, Representative Norton stood before hundreds of Gold Star 

mothers in Arlington Cemetery. The last groups of Pilgrims prepared to take their 

voyages and many gathered for an annual tribute that honored the mothers of the 

Great War dead.177 As the Pilgrimages came to an end, Norton praised the rhetorical 

power of Gold Star mothers to shape how the nation viewed women’s civic 

responsibility. Norton proclaimed that Gold Star mothers served as a national 

reminder that motherhood was “without qualification the most important career to 

which any woman may aspire. There never was an act of heroism, there never was a 

valorous deed that could compare to the life work of the humblest little mother.”178 

As she stood under the ornate marble arches of the Arlington Cemetery amphitheater, 

she maintained that “[m]others battles’ are waged in the silences, away from popular 

acclaim” and the influences of partisan politics.179 For Norton and her fellow 
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Pilgrimage advocates, Gold Star mothers represented the ideal woman citizen—a 

patriotic mother willing to sacrifice her son for the nation and then publicly honor that 

sacrifice. 

In an era of post-suffrage, the government undercut the more progressive 

constructions of women’s enfranchisement. Pilgrimage advocates relied on the 

seemingly apolitical nature of women’s commemorative practices to articulate a 

reactionary vision of women’s citizenship. This study affirms Caroline E. Janney’s 

assertion that white women, under the guise of nonpartisan mourning, utilize 

commemoration to “deploy politics in the interest of [the] state” and traditionally 

gendered ideologies.180 Pilgrimage advocates articulated women’s responsibility to 

commemorate sacrifice, peace, and motherhood in a way that supported the 

government’s vision for national defense and international cooperation. In the 

process, they also asserted Gold Star mothers’ right to shape a wide range of 

legislation related to foreign policy, veterans’ benefits, labor practices, and maternal 

welfare in order to safeguard the patriotic memory of their fallen sons. The Gold Star 

Pilgrimages created a foundation for Gold Star mother political advocacy throughout 

the following decades.181 Pilgrimage rhetoric constituted an enduring Gold Star civic 

ideal, which foregrounded maternal sacrifice for the nation.  

 This study also highlights how Gold Star mothers’ exalted civic status was 

dependent on the sacrifice of their sons. Government officials and Pilgrimage 

advocates articulated a hierarchy of sacrifice that privileged motherhood and death 

over fatherhood, widowhood, and veteran disability. Pilgrimage advocates presented 

Gold Star mothers as a unified front, singularly devoted to the memory of fallen 
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soldiers. As a result, Gold Star discourse linked motherhood to sacrifice on a personal 

and national level. This ideal of maternal citizenship expected mothers to encourage 

their sons to die for the nation and then serve as symbols of patriotism for the nation. 

According to Pilgrimage advocates, the maternal responsibility to commemorate 

superseded any economic, social, or racial divisions. As a result, the Pilgrimages were 

widely celebrated by white women’s organizations and government officials as 

voyages of equality and benevolence. However, Pilgrimage advocates’ rhetorics of 

inclusivity did not match reality for African American Gold Star Pilgrims. The next 

chapter examines the Gold Star Pilgrimage segregation controversy, illuminating the 

limitations of this civic ideal. 
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Chapter 3:                                                                       

Confronting Pilgrimage Segregation: Navigating the 

Intersections of Race, Gender, and Citizenship 

 

From 1930-1933, mainstream newspapers across the nation printed glowing 

accounts of the Gold Star Pilgrimages, describing the voyages as the ultimate 

expression of American motherhood, patriotism, and sacrifice. The New York Times, 

for example, published an article featuring 74-year-old Kate Mike, “full-blooded 

Indian from Wisconsin,” to illustrate the inclusive nature of the Pilgrimages.1 A 

photograph depicted Mike, clothed in traditional Native American dress, waving an 

American flag in front of other Gold Star Pilgrims. The article also highlighted “poor, 

feeble” mothers who accepted the Pilgrimage invitation, paying tribute to “those who 

were not strong enough to walk up the gangway” but chose to undertake a grueling 

journey to visit the graves of their sons.2 The Times depicted how a diverse range of 

Gold Star Pilgrims all embodied the same ideals of motherhood. In doing so, the 

article illuminated one way the government sought to eliminate the “hyphen” for 

newly-enfranchised women during an era of social protest—celebrating traditional 

motherhood as the ideal performance of women’s citizenship.3 

The Times article illustrated a tension in the government’s Gold Star rhetoric. 

On one hand, the Times framed maternal citizenship as uniform for all women, 

regardless of race, nationality, class, or ability. On the other, they implemented 
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practices that marginalized African American women. Gold Star rhetoric, a seemingly 

“apolitical framework” of maternal citizenship, functioned to maintain what Patricia 

Hill Collins describes as “the illusion of gender solidarity while allowing hierarchy to 

be reformulated via actual practices.”4 The government publicly celebrated all Gold 

Star mothers as maternal ideals even after the War Department announced that 

African American women would sail on segregated voyages. Historically black 

newspapers countered this rhetoric of maternal citizenship, arguing that Gold Star 

mothers committed to racial uplift must boycott the Pilgrimages. This chapter 

illustrates how African American women navigated these different ideals of maternal 

responsibility—one grounded in loyalty to the government and the other based on 

protesting the government’s restrictions of rights. In both conceptions, maternal 

citizenship functioned to subordinate black women’s individual rights to the needs of 

the nation, community, and family.  

  This chapter analyzes how the rhetorics surrounding the government’s 

decision to segregate Gold Star Pilgrimages affirmed and challenged ideals of 

maternal citizenship. Specifically, I argue that African American women confronted 

conflicting discourses of civic responsibility as they chose to accept or decline 

Pilgrimage invitations. Through this process, Gold Star rhetoric perpetuated what 

Salamishah Tillet describes as “civic estrangement.”5 After the passage of the 

Nineteenth Amendment, African American women were “simultaneous citizens and 

noncitizens” with (unequal) access to the legal rights of citizenship but still excluded 

from national commemorative practices and many other arenas of public life.6 In 

examining the ascriptive visions of authentic citizenship, this chapter illustrates how 
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African American women navigated conflicting racial and national ideals of maternal 

responsibility. 

I first provide an overview of how African Americans created, circulated, and 

challenged rhetorics of authentic citizenship during the Great War era. Next, I analyze 

how government officials justified the choice to segregate the Gold Star Pilgrimages 

and how African American leaders responded to these officials’ segregation efforts. 

Finally, I illuminate how Gold Star mothers and widows rhetorically managed these 

competing conceptions of citizenship, focusing on the ways that African American 

women (re)defined maternal responsibility through the lens of ascriptive citizenship, 

particularly intersecting gendered and raced identities in the post-war and post-

suffrage years. Such a focus helps contextualize why the decision to segregate Gold 

Star Pilgrimages became a source of civic estrangement. 

Rhetorics of Race, Motherhood, & Authentic Citizenship During the Great War 

Reflecting wartime rhetorics of unity, prominent African American activists 

urged the public to put aside their racial justice efforts to focus all of their energy on 

the war effort. W. E. B. Du Bois wrote the following in his well-known 1918 “Close 

Ranks” editorial published in The Crisis: “Let us not hesitate. Let us, while this war 

lasts, forget our special grievances and close our ranks shoulder to shoulder with our 

own white fellow citizens and the allied nations that are fighting for democracy.”7 

This discourse reflects historian Adriane Lentz-Smith’s assertion that “many African 

Americans looked to use World War I to forestall white supremacy’s ascent and to 

fulfill their quest for racial justice.”8 Many African Americans like Du Bois used the 

war opportunistically to prove their loyalty to the nation. War service, after all, 
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represented the ultimate expression of sacrifice and responsibility so foundational to 

the social contract.9 

Some African American leaders viewed wartime service as a means to 

demonstrate their authentic citizenship. The Pittsburgh Courier editor Robert Vann 

argued that, “When this war shall have ceased, THE NEGRO WILL HAVE 

ASSUMED HIS RIGHTFUL PLACE IN THE OPINIONS OF AMERICANS.” He 

could then “ASSERT HIMSELF AS A MAN—not a black man—AS A MAN.”10 

Such wartime service could justify their access to all of the trappings of citizenship, 

making segregationist practices a relic of the past. Vann believed that African 

Americans could shed the stigma of “hyphen-ism” through patriotic service on the 

battleground and homefront.11 The Atlanta Chapter of the National Association for 

the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) echoed these sentiments in a 

resolution passed on the same day Wilson called on Congress to declare war on 

Germany. The resolution read: “The Negro is American first, last, and all the time; 

that he neither entertains nor tolerates any division in his allegiance to the American 

Constitution.”12 Leaders grounded their argument in the belief that the government 

and the public would reward sacrifice for the common good with equal social and 

political standing. Over two million African American men answered these calls for 

patriotic service by registering for the draft and over 370,000 served overseas in 

segregated units.13 

Leaders also called on women to embody a patriotic spirit at home and in the 

community. Some publications called on mothers to urge their sons to enlist, 

reinforcing the loyalty of African American mothers to the nation. The Washington 
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Bee recounted the story of one woman who stood up during a community meeting 

and proclaimed, “I have two sons and I offer them to the country.”14 The publication 

followed this story up one month later by describing another mother who encouraged 

her four sons to enlist voluntarily. African American leaders and newspapers called 

on mothers to embody the spirit of the “Spartan Mother”—positioning a mother’s 

love of country as greater than the love of her individual sons. The Bee wrote, “the 

mother, as proudly as any matron of Sparta, said she was happy to know she was 

doing her duty to her country.”15 The Bee utilized these narratives as evidence that the 

sacrifice of African American mothers would equal her white counterparts.  

Many African American women organized wartime support efforts through 

churches, school associations, and segregated chapters of organizations that did not 

allow black members.16 Leaders called on women to suspend their grievances over 

white women’s racism and to focus their energy on contributing to the public good. 

Less than a month after Congress declared war on Germany, Martha Venable asserted 

in the New York Age that African American women should “prove our worth now and 

demand our rights at the proper time.”17 In particular, she called on African American 

women to “arouse our people to the proper spirit of patriotism. This is not the time to 

nurse grievances or present them to our country to right wrongs.”18 Venable’s letter to 

the editor reflected the belief that African American women must serve as models of 

civic responsibility and patriotism for the entire community, echoing the preparedness 

movement’s rhetorics of symbolic motherhood. She noted that African American 

women had a responsibility to cultivate patriotism and American values not only for 

their sons, but for the entire nation.  
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African American clubwomen also took an active role in cultivating this 

patriotic spirit through Liberty Loan drives and other fundraising efforts to support 

segregated troops. The National Association of Colored Women (NACW), for 

example, raised over $125 million in order to send care packages and aid to African 

American soldiers overseas.19 Clubwomen also engaged in a variety of war relief 

projects designed to supplement the insufficient supplies that segregated units often 

received on the battlefront.20 Alice D. Carey, President of the Georgia Federation of 

Colored Women’s Clubs, stated that African American women “spent hours sewing, 

knitting, making trench candles” and supporting the war effort.21 Carey articulated 

how African American women contributed to the war effort while also negotiating 

racist rhetorics and the burdens of segregation. As a result, she positioned African 

American women as the most selfless citizens on the homefront, sacrificing for the 

nation without asking for equal treatment in return.   

Some African American women confronted racialized attacks on their 

character throughout the Great War. Feminist historian Victoria M. Wolcott asserts 

that African American women have historically been framed as “inherently licentious 

and unclean” by white media publications, popular culture, and leaders.22 This racist 

and sexist stereotype informed social purity discourses throughout the Great War. 

Many people believed that the domestic training camps for soldiers were breeding 

grounds for vice and immorality.23 These fears were substantiated when the Surgeon 

General reported that venereal disease contracted on the homefront was one of the 

leading causes of sickness for troops on the battlefield.24 As the nation sought to curb 

vice at training camps, many members of the public of blamed the rise in venereal 
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disease on women of color. NACW President Mary Talbert recognized this trend and 

wrote a letter to all chapters, urging members to stay away from training camps so 

that African American women would not be blamed for the increase in venereal 

disease.25 Talbert’s letter illustrates Jordyn Jack and Lucy Massagee’s assertion that 

historically “white women’s purity was assumed and defended, while African 

American women had to prove that they were not lascivious and did not seek out 

male attention.”26 Talbert warned NACW members that their perceived actions could 

perpetuate harmful stereotypes of African American women as inauthentic citizens.  

Some women publicly objected to the use of these racial stereotypes by the 

popular press. One mother, writing as “A Loyal Negro’s Mother” for the St. Louis 

Post-Dispatch, expressed disgust that many white people referred to “poor colored” 

war mothers as “mammies.”27 The mammy stereotype, embedded in the “lexicon of 

southern mythology,” invoked a female slave who took care of white children instead 

of her own biological offspring.28 In this St. Louis Post-Dispatch article, the mother 

challenged this stereotype when she wrote: “Colored mothers have to suffer and shed 

as much blood for her children as any white mother.”29 She asserted black and white 

mothers equally performed the primary duty of maternal citizenship—producing 

soldiers for the nation. In light of this fact, the mother incredulously asked how white 

men could question the authenticity of African Americans’ citizenship:  

The colored boys have gone at the call of the stars and stripes, willing to shed 
their blood and die for the country, for me and all other Americans. The 
colored men have fought in every war America has ever had and helped win 
freedom and Independence, and all other wars. Just think, the first blood ever 
shed was by a negro. The biggest majority of the white mothers and ladies and 
white gentlemen were raised by old black bigger mammies, without a doubt. . 
. . Now, my white brother, let’s quit criticizing the poor black solider and the 
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black mammies and respect us as American citizens, for we certainly deserve 
it.30  

 
This mother argued that African Americans deserved equal civic rights because they 

fought for the nation even when the nation did not protect their rights as citizens. She 

implied that African Americans embodied authentic citizenship more than immigrants 

and other naturalized citizens because their ancestors had fought for the nation since 

the Revolutionary War. Through the use of historical evidence, she made the case that 

African Americans consistently prioritized the nation over all other allegiances. 

African American women argued that their wartime service, in spite of 

segregation and racialized stereotypes, illustrated their right to full citizenship. Alice 

Dunbar-Nelson reflected this in her comprehensive account of African American 

women’s war work.31 The Council of National Defense appointed Dunbar-Nelson, a 

popular author and well-known clubwoman, to serve as the coordinator for segregated 

war relief efforts in the South.32 She observed that African American women “asked 

for no odds, remembered no grudges, solicited no favors, and asked for no privileges. 

They came by the thousands, hands wide open to give of love and service and 

patriotism. It was enough for them that their country was at war.”33 Dunbar-Nelson’s 

writing reflects what Melissa V. Harris-Perry calls the “self-sacrificial strength” used 

as a foundation for the “social construction” of African American women’s 

citizenship.34 Dunbar-Nelson reinforced this construct as she described how African 

American women responded when white women refused to fully admit them into war 

relief organizations:  

They offered their services and gave them freely, in whatever form was most 
pleasing to the local organizations of white women. They accepted without a 
murmur the place assigned to them in the ranks. They placed national need 
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before the local prejudice; they put great heartedness and pure patriotism 
above the ancient creed of racial antagonism.35  
 

Dunbar-Nelson argued that African American women fulfilled their civic 

responsibility by rising above blatant racism and supporting the nation. She further 

described why African American women should be lauded as civic ideals during war: 

“For pure, unalloyed unselfishness of the highest order, the conduct of the Negro 

women of the United States of the world war stands out in splendid relief, a lesson to 

the entire world of what womanhood of the best type really means.”36 Black women 

citizens, Harris-Perry notes, are expected to embody an “irrepressible spirit” that 

endures and overcomes “intersecting” oppressions and trauma.37 Reflecting this spirit, 

Dunbar-Nelson made clear that racial injustice did not repress African American 

women’s patriotic service to the nation. Instead, she made the case that women who 

served the nation in spite of segregation should be lauded as models of authentic 

citizenship. 

African American women consequently had to balance their need to 

“accommodate or resist” segregation all the while trying to support the war effort and 

assert themselves as authentic citizens.38 This tension between national and racial 

responsibilities ultimately framed at least part of Gold Star Pilgrimage discourse. 

Government officials expected Gold Star Pilgrims to similarly accept segregated 

voyages as a means to commemorate their sons’ sacrifice for the nation. At the same 

time, African American leaders expected Gold Star Pilgrims to sacrifice their 

opportunity to visit graves as a form of protest and a way to embody an “‘authentic 

performance’ of black womanhood.”39 Discourses of racial uplift arose after the post-

war promise of racial equality did not materialize.  
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Rhetorics of Race, Motherhood, and Authentic Citizenship in Post-War America 

As the war ended, many questioned why African Americans died for the 

freedom of foreign countries when they did not experience that freedom at home.  

The Messenger founders, A. Phillip Randolph and Chandler Owen, captured this 

sentiment in 1919: “We are not concerned any longer about any loose and 

meaningless praise of the Negroes part in the war. What we are concerned about is 

granting the Negroes the rights and privileges to which they are entitled as citizens.”40 

Randolph and Owen articulated the widely-held belief that the nation did not fulfill 

their end of the social contract with African Americans after the war. They reminded 

readers that wartime service was not honored by the nation with full citizenship for 

African Americans: “the loyalty of the oppressed to the oppressor does not result in 

the securing liberty for the oppressed.”41 Instead of returning to equal protections, 

many African American soldiers returned to heightened levels of racial violence and 

rhetorics of white supremacy.42 Many leaders accordingly shifted their discourse from 

rhetorics of national loyalty to rhetorics of community responsibility. 

This shift in discourse also coincided with the second rise of the Ku Klux 

Klan in the United States. The Klan stoked fears that returned African American and 

immigrant soldiers could use their combat training to demand equal treatment for 

their services rendered during the war.43 The Watcher on the Tower, a Washington 

Klan-funded publication, articulated why the Klan rejected people of color as 

authentic soldiers, arguing that it perpetuated the notion “of racial equality into the 

heads of the colored races. This tends to create strife, in that the colored man in many 

instances is ignorant enough to believe that such should be and consequently attempts 
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to take a place with the white man in social and political affairs.”44 Throughout the 

post-war years, the Klan gained significant popularity throughout the nation and 

boasted that 16 U.S. Senators were active members of their organization.45 By 1924, 

the same year of the first congressional Gold Star Pilgrimage hearing, Klan 

membership reach over four million.46  

The Klan sought to frame maternal citizenship as synonymous with white 

motherhood. Kathleen M. Blee notes that the Klan urged mothers to take an active 

role in preserving white, Protestant superiority through private and public action.47 

Members of the Women of the Ku Klux Klan (WKKK) held national and state 

leadership positions in numerous patriotic organizations, including the American War 

Mothers.48 One WKKK advertisement emphasized their role as the authentic mothers 

of the nation: “The duty of the American Mother today is greater than ever before . . . 

IT IS YOUR DUTY TO RESPOND.”49 The WKKK called on white Protestant 

women to “protect” all national institutions from the dangers of racial equality.50 

Many African American leaders argued that community members must prioritize 

protecting one another and teaching their children racial pride to counter this hate-

filled rhetoric and violence. 

African American leaders called on communities to organize and fight back 

against lynching attempts and other forms of racial injustice.51 A Washington Bee 

editorial stated: “The black man is loyal to his country and his flag, and when his 

country fails to protect him, he means to protect himself.”52 The editorial argued that 

the government and white Americans betrayed African Americans by not rewarding 

war sacrifices with equal rights guarantees. In May 1919, after the first major race 
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riots, Du Bois published an essay entitled “Returning Soldiers,” in which he 

explicated the civic responsibilities of returning African American soldiers. By this 

point, Du Bois had shifted his stance back to that of a civil rights activist and away 

from wartime patriot. He outlined the many transgressions of white society against 

African Americans and ended his essay with a plea for African Americans to join 

together in the fight for equality: “We are cowards and jackasses if now that war is 

over, we do not marshal every ounce of our brain and brawn to fight a sterner, longer, 

more unbending battle against the forces of hell in our own land. We return. We 

return from fighting. We return fighting.”53 Du Bois urged African Americans to fight 

back against racial injustice, reflecting rhetorics of racial uplift.  

Many white Americans viewed these rhetorics as an unwanted renegotiation 

of racial norms. Government officials posited that protests against racial injustice did 

not embody “true” American values, functioning instead as “Bolshevik” propaganda 

in the Red Scare era.54 Newspaper editorials also decried African American veterans 

who no longer abided by norms of segregation and advocated for equal treatment in 

public spaces. A 1919 editorial from the New York Times reflected this sentiment: 

“The majority of negroes in Washington before the war were well behaved . . . most 

of them admitted the superiority of the white race, and troubles between the two races 

were undreamed of.”55 The editorial described how the war emboldened African 

Americans to fight for civil rights, removing the “politeness” between the races. In a 

1921 speech, President Warren G. Harding reflected the belief that African 

Americans should not attempt to challenge the norms of segregation. He stated:  

Men of both races may well stand uncompromisingly against every suggestion 
of social equality. Indeed, it would be helpful to have that word ‘equality’ 
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eliminated from this consideration; to have it accepted by both sides that it is 
not a question of social equality, but a question of recognizing a fundamental, 
eternal, and inescapable difference. We shall have made real progress when 
we develop an attitude in the public and community of thought of both races 
which recognizes this difference.56  
 

This line of reasoning reflected in Harding’s speech created a dichotomy between 

what sociologist Randolph Hohle describes as the “racially nonthreatening good black 

citizen” who sought to conform to political norms and inauthentic citizens who defied 

segregation and challenged claims of national unity.57 African American women had 

to navigate the tension between the government’s civic (and racist) ideal and the ideal 

communicated through rhetorics of racial uplift.  

 African American women articulated their place in this “New Negro” 

movement.58 Hallie Q. Brown, NACW President, argued that African American 

women needed to focus on issues solely pertaining to racial uplift. She wrote in a 

letter to NACW members, “Now as never before must Negro Women stand solidly 

together for the elevation of her own to the very highest and best in spiritual, 

intellectual and industrial achievement.”59 Brown described the historical connection 

between African American women’s civic duty, motherhood, and the advancement of 

the race. This illustrates scholar Anne Meis Knupfer’s assertion that African 

American clubwomen reshaped republican motherhood ideologies and “wove” those 

“threads of motherhood into the very fabric of the race’s destiny.”60 Women’s 

primary goal, according to movement leaders, was to ensure that children be educated 

with a sense of racial pride. Educator Elise Johnson McDougal wrote that the New 

Negro woman is “measuring up to the needs of her family, community and race, and 

radiating a hope throughout the land. The wind of the race’s destiny stirs more briskly 
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because of her striving.”61 Similar to the ideology of republican motherhood, the New 

Negro woman was tasked with educating children about what it meant to be a good 

citizen. However, this education was not for the benefit of the nation, but explicitly 

for the advancement of African Americans.   

The New Negro movement sought to frame racial uplift as the most authentic 

performance of maternal citizenship. Popular writer E. Azalia Hackely described how 

“a colored mother lives not only for herself, and for her children, but for the race. A 

colored mother is a success in the way she measures up to her relation and obligation 

to her race.”62 Hackley’s writing reflected calls for African American mothers to raise 

their children to work for the advancement of the race. She argued that the mother did 

not live for herself or her son, but to ensure the uplift of her community. Regarding 

this link between biological motherhood and community, Patricia Hill Collins writes 

that “conceptualizing family as intricately linked with both community and nation 

effectively joins women’s activity in socializing the young in individual households 

to that of transmitting the symbols, meanings, and culture of the Black nation 

itself.”63 Maternal citizenship, for many African American women, was intimately 

tied to countering racist narratives and policies perpetuated throughout the nation. 

These tensions between racial and national loyalty shaped Gold Star discourse as 

African American women navigated the segregation controversy. 

Rhetorics of Race, Gender and Commemoration in Post-War America 

Government officials and white community leaders excluded African 

American soldiers from post-war commemorations. The War Department forbade 

African American soldiers from marching in a 1919 Allied victory parade in Paris. In 
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his 1923 recounting of the parade, Charles H. Williams observed that “other nations 

had all the races that fought under their flags in line” while the African American 

solider “alone in this day of glory was the Disowned, Disinherited.”64 Many of the 

same soldiers barred from participating in the parade were assigned the grim 

responsibility of reburying American soldiers in government-funded overseas 

cemeteries. Throughout the summer months of 1919, some 6,000 African American 

soldiers dug up, identified, and reburied over 30 miles of decomposed bodies to 

create the Argonne National Cemetery in Romagne, France.65 The government would 

not allow black bodies to be celebrated on an international stage but used their labor 

to create official commemorative sites. 

 African Americans were also excluded from many of the organizations that 

created, funded, and designed local commemorations.66 The American Gold Star 

Mother Association restricted membership to white women citizens.67 The American 

War Mothers’ national bylaws extended membership to all “blood mothers” of 

veterans or deceased service members, but the organization allowed states to create 

their own rules regarding segregation.68 The American Legion and VFW barred 

African American members in some chapters and created racially segregated groups 

in other regions.69 As a result, most functional and living memorials funded by these 

organizations and dedicated to the memory of local soldiers did not include the names 

or images of African American soldiers. For example, the Natchez Memorial Hall in 

Mississippi, dedicated in 1924, excluded the names of over 500 local African 

American soldiers who died in battle.70 Many African Americans objected to these 

erasures and created their own commemorative projects.71  
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African American community members framed post-war commemoration as an 

extension of their fight for racial justice. These intersecting efforts could be found in 

a wide variety of rhetorical forms including: poetry, paintings, photography, and 

memoirs.72 Commemorative organizations highlighted African American soldiers’ 

fight for racial equality instead of national patriotism. For example, the Society of 

Wives, Mothers, and Relatives of U.S. Negro Soldiers and Sailors called on every 

city to start a chapter in order to “fight for that democracy for which many of their 

men died on the battlefields of France.”73 The Society argued that African American 

women must continue soldiers’ fight for racial equality to honor those who died or 

were wounded in battle.74 Jennifer Wingate notes that Chicago’s World War Black 

Soldiers’ Memorial, dedicated in 1928, is one of the few memorials to visually depict 

African Americans during the interwar years.75 The Pittsburgh Courier noted that the 

memorial served as a critical reminder of the war’s unfulfilled promise of equality. 

The article reminded readers that “an extraordinary exhibition of patriotism” by 

African American soldiers killed in action should have been “fittingly rewarded by 

the abolition of lynchings, peonage, segregation and discrimination.”76 Instead, the 

Courier described how the African American community confronted seemingly 

worse conditions and that “[t]he fact that they laid down their lives in vain is all the 

more reason why the account of their fruitless sacrifice should be carved deep down 

in marble and bronze.”77 The article reflected the belief that war commemoration 

must confront and indict the post-war conditions of African Americans in the United 

States.  
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Throughout the early 1920s, the NACW and other African American 

women’s organizations advocated to halt a proposed national “Mammy” memorial. In 

1923, the Senate passed a bill that authorized the Jefferson Davis chapter of the UDC 

to build a monument dedicated to the “the faithful colored mammies of the south” in 

Washington DC.78 The proposed memorial not only celebrated slavery, but also 

functioned to communicate how African American women should embody their 

newly enfranchised citizenship status. This reflects historian Micki McElya’s 

assertion that the “[t]he UDC hoped that the mammy’s mythic traits of loyalty and 

contentment with slavery might be a model” for African American women that would 

dissuade them from challenging “segregation, disenfranchisement, and white 

privilege.”79 The proposed memorial situated African American women’s citizenship 

as intertwined with service to white America. In doing so, the UDC and government 

officials sought to define African American maternal citizenship in a way that 

undercut civil rights activism. African American women, this argument implied, 

should only be celebrated for their ability to mother white children.  

The NACW vigorously protested the Senate vote through letter writing 

campaigns, editorials, and public speeches.80 They argued that the memorial exalted a 

form of servitude that ripped biological children away from their enslaved mothers. In 

a letter to The Evening Star editors, Mary Church Terrell decried the monument, 

explaining that it represented “the anguish of heart and the physical suffering which 

mothers and grandmothers of the race for nearly 800 years” endured.81 She described 

how “the black mammy was often faithful in the service of her mistress’s children 

while her heart bled over her own babies, who were thus deprived of their mother’s 
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ministrations and tender care.”82 Terrell argued that the proposed memorial treated 

black maternal citizenship as intertwined with service to white women. The Afro 

American described the monument as “an effort to glorify the type of ante-bellum 

Negro slave who did not aspire for American citizenship.”83 Editors noted that elected 

officials voted to commemorate a racist stereotype while they refused to memorialize 

soldiers who died for the nation, illustrating how the government did not view 

African Americans as authentic American citizens.  

After President Hoover signed the Pilgrimage bill in 1929, African American 

newspapers lauded the voyages as a turning point for racial equality because the 

legislation did not mandate segregated accommodations. The Afro-American 

celebrated that every Gold Star mother, regardless of race, class, and nationality, 

would be officially and equally honored by the government. The article read: “It is 

assured that invitations will reach every section of the country and almost every 

nationality of the civilized world, as many of the soldiers and sailors buried on 

foreign soil . . . were of foreign parentage.”84 The publication assured readers that all 

Gold Star Pilgrims would travel on “first class steamers with first class 

accommodations from start to return.”85 The publication expressed optimism that the 

Pilgrimages could function as a turning point in their fight against segregation, 

heralding the beginning of the end of Jim-Crow era segregation. 

The Chicago Defender also praised the Pilgrimages as a symbol of 

reconciliation offered “by a benevolent American government” that finally rewarded 

African American’s equal sacrifice during war.86 Articles described how African 

American Gold Star mothers across the nation rejoiced at the news of the 
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Pilgrimages. A November 1929 article, published shortly after the legislation passed, 

described how an elderly Gold Star mother “who had given two sons sobbed when 

she heard that she could see her son’s graves. ‘Now I can rest easier,’ she cried 

gladly, ‘and now my boys will also rest easier now that they know I have at last found 

them.’”87 The article expressed how Pilgrimages would function to honor African 

American soldiers and mothers as full citizens.  

African American leaders initially framed the Pilgrimages as a responsibility 

of maternal citizenship, urging mothers and widows to accept the invitation. The 

Defender described how Gold Star Pilgrims “are entitled to a free trip to Europe 

where there is absolute freedom, at least from racial prejudices, and should lose no 

time in taking advantage of their opportunity.”88 Leaders believed that Gold Star 

Pilgrims would return from the Pilgrimages prepared to fight for the equality they 

experienced during their European travels. This reflected how France functioned as 

what historian Chad L. Williams describes as a “metaphorical beacon for racial 

equality” throughout the Great War era.89 Williams notes that the black press lauded 

African American soldiers’ experience in an “equal” France as the impetus for their 

activism when they returned home.90 Over ten years later, black newspapers urged 

prospective Gold Star Pilgrims to experience equality on the voyages and then fight 

to recreate those conditions in their hometowns. One publication wrote: “The 

Defender calls upon all war mothers and widows to regard it as their sacred duty to go 

to Europe.”91 The Defender articulated Gold Star Pilgrims’ civic responsibilities in a 

post-war America. First, she must uplift her race through the Pilgrimages, continuing 

her departed loved ones’ fight for equality. Second, she must travel on the non-
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segregated voyages to demonstrate how African Americans equally sacrificed for the 

nation and deserved the equal treatment as a reward for those sacrifices.  

 The Department of War announced the Pilgrimages would be segregated in 

March 1930, only weeks before the first official voyage. The single sentence 

announcement stated: “Invitations to mothers and widows of the Negro race shall be 

extended for such a time as will permit the organization of separate groups of such 

mothers and widows.”92 Unlike non-segregated voyages where Pilgrims traveled with 

women from their local communities, the government announced African American 

Pilgrims would travel in groups with women from around the nation.93 The new 

policy prompted a swift reaction from African American leaders. The editorial team 

of The Pittsburgh Courier released a statement that indicted Hoover’s administration: 

“We hereby inform the War Department and the present administration, earnestly and 

solemnly, that if it carries out its despicable jim crow plan on this Pilgrimage that the 

action will never be forgotten by the Negro voters of this country.”94 The Courier and 

other publications called on the elected officials and the Department of War to justify 

their decision to segregate the Pilgrimages, explaining that “[n]o amount of appeals to 

party loyalty or no conjuring up of images of Lincoln and Roosevelt will ever make 

the colored citizens of this nation forget the worst of its insults, this last straw of jim 

crowism.” 95 Representative Robert L. Bacon (R-NY) was one of the first to respond 

to NAACP and media inquiries through telegram, explaining to the black press “that 

there is no discrimination” intended in the decision to segregate the voyages.96 Brown 

wrote that the War Department would further explain the so-called benevolent 

reasons behind their decision at a later date.  
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After months of backlash, Secretary of War Patrick N. Hurley explained the 

government’s decision-making process. He argued: “After thorough study, the 

conclusion was reached that the formation of white and colored groups of mothers 

and widows would best assure the contentment and comfort of the Pilgrims 

themselves. No discrimination between the various groups is contemplated.”97 

Hurley’s statement represented the “separate but equal” doctrine codified within Jim 

Crow policies.98 Reflecting this doctrine, Hurley explained, the “War Department 

will, at all times, be solicitous of the welfare of colored mothers and widows as they 

will be of the welfare of those of the white race.”99 He described how the War 

Department wanted to lessen the stress of travel by “not disturbing the normal 

contacts of individual Pilgrims. It is natural to assume that these mothers would prefer 

to seek solace in their grief with companions of their own race.”100 The government 

did not provide any further explanation for their shift in policy. This decision was 

lauded by Southern, white Gold Star mothers who thanked the Secretary of War for 

not giving in to the protests of the NAACP and other radical groups.101 Black 

newspapers strongly protested the decision and encouraged Gold Star mothers and 

widows to boycott the voyages.  

Separate and Unequal: Defining Women’s Ideal Responses to Segregation 

The controversy escalated when the War Department revealed the travel plans 

for the segregated Pilgrimages. The non-segregated voyages would travel to France 

on luxury steamliners, while the segregated voyages would travel on mixed-freight 

vessels that transported cargo and occasionally accommodated small groups of 

travelers.102 Many black newspapers protested that this illustrated how the 
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government viewed African American Pilgrims as separate and unequal citizens. The 

Defender published a poem depicting an imagined conversation between the 

Secretary of War and an aide who questioned the decision to charter mixed-freight 

ships. The aide asked, “But, sir, we’ve shown in every way that she must keep her 

place,/I thought perhaps this time/We’d show a little grace.”103 The aide observed that 

all aspects of American society were designed to instruct an African American 

woman about her unequal status. However, the aide reasoned that a Gold Star Pilgrim 

earned an equal experience due to her sacrifice for the nation. The poem imagined the 

Secretary of War’s response for this plea of equality: “Our banner is unfurled,/And 

we must teach our hatred/To the just ones of the world/So put her in the steerage,/A 

dark and stinking hole,/With the hatches tightly fastened/When the wild waves 

roll.”104 The Secretary of War, according to this poem, sought to exploit African 

American Gold Star Pilgrims as symbols of segregation instead of national sacrifices 

and patriotic expressions.  

As they condemned the War Department’s decision, black newspapers also 

articulated expectations for African American maternal citizenship. These 

publications expressed sympathy for mothers but argued that the pain of one mother 

could not outweigh the collective pain of racial injustice. The Afro-American 

reminded prospective Gold Star Pilgrims that: “There are some factors in human 

feelings which outweigh even the mother-love which would make one brush aside 

every consideration to stand beside the grave of a dead hero son.”105 Publications 

argued that a mother’s desire to assuage her individual grief could not mitigate the 

harm Gold Star segregations inflicted on the entire black community. This reflects 
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Patricia Hill Collins’ theory that black women’s political actions are often expected to 

embody a “paradigm of individual sacrifice” in service of “racial solidarity.”106 Gold 

Star mothers, newspapers implied, could not reconcile the Pilgrimages with their 

responsibility to uplift the race. A Defender editorial noted that, “while the trip to 

France means much to those mothers and widows of heroes buried over there, it 

cannot possibly mean as much as the disgrace of going over on Jim Crow ships will 

mean.”107 Publications called on mothers to promote the public good over their own 

maternal desire to see the graves of their sons. In their “willing[ness] to be 

segregated,” black newspapers claimed that Gold Star mothers would allow “one of 

the most damnable insults offered to a race in the history of these United States” to 

occur.108 Pilgrimage segregation was so egregious, leaders maintained, because it 

magnified that African American soldiers died for an ideal of freedom and “a 

democracy their own families will never know.”109 Gold Star widows and mothers, 

they insisted, must continue their loved ones’ fight for a democracy grounded in 

equality.  

Many African American leaders maintained that Gold Star Pilgrims could not 

simultaneously fight for full citizenship and sail on voyages that invoked memories of 

slavery. They argued that the use of mixed-cargo ships harkened back to the 

transatlantic slave trade, where people were treated as cargo. Scholars note that the 

“legacies of racial slavery” are explicitly and implicitly infused in formations of 

“American citizenship.”110 Women who accepted the invitations, publications 

warned, would allow the conditions of slavery to be visibly replicated through the 

segregated voyages. The Afro-American described the Pilgrimages as a “cruel, 
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inhumane” return to the slave-master dichotomy: “Three hundred and more years ago 

white men brought Negro women across the water in chains. Now they are sending a 

group of the descendants of these women back across the water, who went down to 

the valley of sacrifice to give them sons who died in the country’s service, back 

across the water not in chains, but worse.”111 These metaphorical chains were worse 

than physical chains, the article implied, because Gold Star Pilgrims did not need to 

be forced onto the ships. She “sold” her racial pride, according to this line of 

reasoning, for the chance to visit the grave of her loved one. The “chains” that bound 

women to ships were framed as a Pilgrim’s loyalty to a nation that openly oppressed 

and segregated her people. The Defender lamented that “our mothers and widows, 

like galley slaves, should sneak aboard Jim Crow ships . . . with heads bowed with the 

shame and disgrace of it all.”112 These women were described as willingly shackling 

themselves to a voyage that reinforced and perpetuated a history of oppression against 

African Americans. One Pittsburgh Courier editorial described Gold Star mothers as 

“crowded upon cattle ships like our ancestors . . . shipped to foreign shores like cargo, 

segregated and despised.”113 The women who accepted the Pilgrimage invitation were 

framed as recreating the shame and humiliation of the slave trade.  

 Publications described Gold Star widows and mothers’ responsibility to 

embody the sacrifice of their fallen solider and continue his fight for full citizenship. 

In doing so, they asked the women to ignore their own maternal grief and instead turn 

their attention to uplifting the whole community. Many publications implied that a 

woman must reject the Pilgrimage in order to honor men’s sacrifice—not as a protest 

for her own equal treatment. The Defender warned prospective Pilgrims that “no 
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mother would knowingly disgrace the memory of her son by going to his grave under 

Jim Crow auspices.”114 Editorials maintained that Gold Star mothers must act in 

accordance with their deceased sons imagined wishes: “Any mother . . . knows what 

it cost them to make such a decision, but it is what their dead sons, if they could 

know, would have them do it.”115 The Pittsburgh Courier called on “churches, clubs, 

societies, businesses, associations, leagues, and individuals to get busy and flood the 

White House with strong protest” against the segregation in order to honor the 

memory of African American soldiers who died on overseas battlefields. Instead of 

framing the protest on behalf of the mothers and widows, the Courier called on the 

community to act on behalf of “those who twelve years ago on the fields of fair 

France fell before the hail of bullets from the common foe.”116   

Some black newspapers publicly shamed the individual women who accepted 

the Pilgrimage invitations, questioning their Gold Star status. Gold Star Pilgrims, they 

reasoned, aligned themselves with a government that stands for “prejudice, hypocrisy, 

and racial hatred” instead of their own race.117 Publications implied that a real black 

citizen would never choose a segregated voyage over racial solidarity. When the first 

segregated Pilgrimage departed from New York, the Defender published the 

Pilgrims’ full names and hometowns under a large title of: “Their Sons Died for 

Segregation.”118 The Afro-American captioned a photograph of the same women with 

“War Mothers Waving the Flag which allows them to be Jim Crowed.”119 Frank 

Crosswaith, Negro Labor Committee founder, created a script that imagined how 

Gold Star Pilgrims should have rejected the invitation:  

‘Though we are eager to rest our tear-stained eyes upon the spot where sleep 
in a foreign land our loved ones, we would much rather they rest undisturbed 
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where they now lay than to bend our knees over the hallowed spot and suffer 
our womanhood and racial pride to be wounded so brazenly. Our Gold Star 
has been turned to dross.’120 
 

Women who chose to visit the graves of their sons, according to Crosswaith, could no 

longer embody the Gold Star ideal. He argued that African American women’s “Gold 

Star” turned to “dross” or rubbish the moment women accepted the terms of the 

segregated trips. His column reflected the belief that a Gold Star Pilgrim rendered the 

ultimate sacrifice of a loved one meaningless if she embarked on a segregated voyage 

to his grave.  

Government officials challenged black newspapers’ depiction of the 

segregated voyages. Secretary Hurley countered these protests by stating that “true” 

Gold Star Pilgrims did not mind being segregated, and the controversy was 

manufactured by “agitators” like the NAACP and black press.121 Hurley implied that 

a mother’s love for her son and country should supersede all other concerns. The 

government released press statements, describing how African American Gold Star 

Pilgrims experienced an “official greeting” at City Hall in New York from the mayor 

and other gathered officials.122 They also reported that the segregated Pilgrimages 

received a “rousing welcome” from adoring crowds in France, met with Major 

General John J. Pershing, the leader of the American Expeditionary Forces during the 

war, at a “tea given in their honor,” and enjoyed special performances by a jazz 

band.123  

The War Department also strongly relied on the narratives of returned 

Pilgrims to strengthen their argument that African American Pilgrims were treated 

“equally” on the voyages.124 The Washington Post noted that after African American 
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Gold Star mothers heard directly from their returned counterparts, they “reconsidered 

and have accepted the invitation of the War Department.”125 The Post later claimed 

that no Gold Star mothers “making the trip minded the segregation. To them it is an 

old problem and is accepted by a matter of course.”126 The African American mothers 

ultimately faced a dilemma in whether to honor their sons by making the Pilgrimage 

in support of patriotic nationalism or by protesting ongoing forms of segregation in 

support of their community.  

Accept or Decline: Reconciling National and Racial Civic Ideals  

 In the midst of this highly contentious debate about the meaning of 

segregation, Gold Star mothers and widows were required to respond to the 

government’s official invitation. Of the 600 African American mothers and widows 

deemed eligible for the Pilgrimage, 279 women accepted the invitation.127 Many 

women publicly justified their decision to accept or refuse the Pilgrimage invitation.  

Some Gold Star mothers and widows publicly refused their invitations, 

framing their refusal as an act of maternal responsibility. Fifty-five mothers and 

widows signed an anti-segregation petition created by the NAACP, which described 

African American women’s responsibility to fight for the equality their loved ones 

died for overseas. The petition began: “I wish to protest against the gratuitous insult 

in the attitude of the War Department and the United States in segregating colored 

Gold Star mothers.”128 The petition described how it would betray the memory of 

their loved ones’ sacrifice if they traveled on “Jim Crowed” ships when their soldiers 

died so that the “world might be a better place in which to live for all men, of all 

races, and all colors.”129 The signers argued that they would not dishonor their sons’ 
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memory by choosing to sail on segregated Pilgrimages. The Philadelphia Tribune 

published letters from 25 Gold Star Pilgrims who refused the government’s 

invitation.130 They described the women’s public protest as a “fight against the 

surrender of the cardinal virtues of justice and equality of all citizens of the United 

States irrespective of the color of their skins.”131 The Tribune urged other Pilgrims to 

cancel their scheduled voyages, citing the women who refused the trip as “immortal” 

ideals of black, maternal citizenship.132  

In the letters published by the Tribune, some Gold Star Pilgrims articulated 

how their decision to refuse the Pilgrimage reflected a commitment to national 

values. Gold Star mother Carrie J. Brown wrote to the Secretary of War that the 

decision to segregate betrayed “the cause for which my son died.”133 She argued that 

her son died for international equality and the Pilgrimages represented a 

“humiliating” return to bondage. Brown ended her letter with an historical quote: “As 

Mr. Patrick Henry said: ‘Give me liberty or give me death.’ I hope Pres. Hoover will 

see this in like manner and not allow segregation on so Solemn of an occasion.”134 By 

invoking Henry’s speech, Brown positioned the decision to segregate Gold Star 

Pilgrimages as a battle over the meaning of equality and freedom in a post-war 

America. Like Henry, Brown asserted the cause she championed was a matter of 

“freedom or slavery."135 Brown’s letter reflects historian Chad L. Williams’s 

assertion that many African Americans after Armistice Day committed themselves 

“to winning a more protracted and potentially painful war for full citizenship rights in 

the United States, lest their sacrifice in war be in vain.”136 Women who rejected the 

invitations framed the Pilgrimages as a battle in their war for full citizenship. 
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Similarly, the Baptist Ministers’ Conference of Pittsburgh released a statement 

describing these Gold Star mothers as “heroines and patriots” that history books 

would one day laud as leaders in the fight for true equality. The conference chairman 

wrote: “The Gold Star mothers who refused the jim crow transportation to the graves 

of their loved ones in France have displayed the highest respect to American ideals in 

refusing to visit the graves of their sons in a dishonored and ignoble role.”137 Gold 

Star mother Emma Houston also echoed this argument, arguing that her son’s death 

and her Pilgrimage protest were “in defense of American democracy.” She wrote to 

President Hoover:  

As a Gold Star mother, I earnestly protest the insult to the living as wanton 
and unnecessary act. It is inconceivable that a government founded on the 
principles of fraternity, equality, and even-handed justice could so cruelly 
wound the bleeding hearts of mothers whose sons have given their all for 
freedom’s cause.138  
 

Both Houston and Brown articulated their responsibility to fight for equality in honor 

of their fallen sons. African American women were compelled to justify why their 

decision to protest the Pilgrimages did not dishonor their loved ones’ memory.  

Protest letters framed their decision to reject the invitation as the embodiment 

of civic sacrifice. Mothers and widows asserted that they would willingly sacrifice 

their only chance to visit the overseas graves in order to take a stand against 

segregation. Widow Ciara B. Taylor described how she waited over ten years to visit 

the grave of her husband but refused to visit his final resting place under segregated 

conditions. She wrote: “As a Gold Star widow, I empathetically protest the insult and 

will not board a JIM CROW ship to visit the grave of a soldier, of a race of people 

who stands for right and who is not afraid to fight for its country.”139 Taylor 
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emphasized that she would make this personal sacrifice in order to uplift her 

community and fight for equality. Similarly, Gold Star mother Margaret King 

asserted that she “long[ed] to visit the resting place of her one and only beloved son” 

but could never betray her race by accepting a “Jim-Crow invitation.”140 King 

positioned the Pilgrimage invitation as a choice between her individual desire to 

mourn as a mother and her responsibility to uplift the race.       

Gold Star mothers and widows who published their letters in the Tribune 

described this tension between a personal desire to visit the overseas graves and a 

responsibility to embody their loved ones’ sacrifices for equality. Mabel Johnson 

wrote: “I wish to most empathetically state that despite my intense desire to visit the 

grave of my husband, I should feel that I would be offering an insult to his memory 

and the great sacrifice that he has made for his country and his race if I were to accept 

such a Jim Crow segregation.” 141 Similar to white Pilgrimage advocates, Johnson 

asserted that women had a unique responsibility to commemorate the patriotic 

sacrifice of men. However, she reframed this as a responsibility to oppose racist 

government policies. Johnson continued:  

If my country and his is so devoid of any feeling of appreciation and gratitude 
for his noble service that Negroes gave and were willing to give in the World 
War, as to repay these sacrifices by heralding to the world that even among 
the honored dead, there must be with Americans a discrimination, a 
difference, then I will not be a party to this conspiracy against the dead, nor do 
I think any other self-respecting War Mother or widow shall accept such an 
invitation.142 
 

Johnson articulated a sharp distinction between “self-respecting” African American 

women who rejected segregation and those who accepted a “Jim-Crowed” invitation. 

She implied that any Gold Star mother or widow who accepted a Pilgrimage 
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invitation chose her own self-interests over racial uplift. Feminist scholar Pauline 

Terrelonge asserts that  African American communities often “regard the role of 

uniting” the race as the “primary duty of the black woman, one that should supersede 

all other roles she might want to perform.”143 As a result, women who acted out of 

self-interest instead of racial uplift could be labeled as what scholar Shelly Eversley 

describes as “imitation whites.”144 African American Pilgrims responded to these 

charges of race betrayal.  

 African American Pilgrims defended their choice to accept the Pilgrimage 

invitation, also framing their choice as a performance of maternal citizenship. One 

Gold Star mother described the segregation controversy as a “a matter of politics” 

whereas her maternal duty to visit the grave of her son transcended political debate.145 

Another Gold Star mother explained to the Afro-American why she chose not to 

boycott: “Ever since I lost my son in 1918, I have been waiting to come. I would have 

come over on a cattle-boat, I would have swam over if possible.”146 The mother 

asserted that her responsibility to commemorate her son superseded her responsibility 

to protest the segregation. Echoing wartime calls for patriotism by African American 

leaders, she explained: “I love my race as strongly to any other, but when I heard that 

the United States was going to send us over, I could not refuse.”147 She described how 

the intersections of maternal and patriotic duty compelled her to accept the 

Pilgrimage invitation.  

Invoking the social contract, another Gold Star mother described the 

Pilgrimages as a just payment for her sacrifice during the war. Many Gold Star 

mothers observed that if African American leaders encouraged sons to fight under 
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segregated conditions then they should not mandate that mothers refuse trips due to 

segregation. The Gold Star mother Mamie Sills exemplified this line of reasoning, 

describing why she chose to ignore boycott calls:  

“I’m going if there don’t nobody go but myself. Was the color line drawed 
[sic] when the Lord put us all on one boat? . . . He was right up there fightin’ 
and now the Government’s fixed it so I can go see his grave, the only way I 
could be treated any better would be to be going to heaven, tell them I said so 
and let the world read it.”148  
 

Sills questioned why African American leaders expected mothers to sacrifice their 

sons during the war and then expected mothers to sacrifice their one chance to visit 

the graves. Sills also challenged the “paradigm of individual sacrifice” by asserting 

her right to choose an individual reward from the government over calls for racial 

solidarity.149 While justifying their decision to accept the invitation, Pilgrims 

discussed how their voyage allowed them to heal personally from the trauma of their 

sons’ death and finally experience equal treatment in France.  

Challenging the rhetoric of segregation protests, Gold Star Pilgrims framed 

their trips as a lesson in the true meaning of “liberty.”150 Some Pilgrims noted that 

boycotting the voyage would be the same as trying to “‘chang[e] the leopard’s spots’ 

by painting them.”151 Echoing early calls by black newspapers, Gold Star Pilgrims 

argued that the voyages allowed them to experience the equality many African 

American soldiers experienced in France. The Afro-American summarized Pilgrims’ 

descriptions of their time in France: “Many of them have seen in reality what they 

have undoubtedly felt; that human beings, so far as color is concerned can live in the 

same hotels, eat at the same restaurants, travel in the same conveyances, and get 

along with the same tranquility as the colored and white dead lying side by side in the 
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cemeteries they have visited.”152 The article described how Gold Star Pilgrims would 

return to America energized to recreate these conditions of equality in their 

hometowns. Women who accepted the voyages asserted that it was hypocritical for 

black newspapers to celebrate soldiers for learning about equality in France and 

condemn their mothers and widows for desiring the same experience.  

These Gold Star Pilgrims challenged black newspapers’ harsh criticism of 

their civic choices. Some Gold Star Pilgrims questioned whether leaders who 

condemned Pilgrims ever spoke to a Gold Star mother from the Deep South about her 

voyage preferences. One newspaper editorial argued that “to force the mixing of 

white and black Gold Star mothers on the trip to Europe” illustrated the difference 

between the “uppity” opinions of northern African Americans and the “common 

sense” of southern African Americans.153 They opined that southern, black Gold Star 

mothers did not want to “share the same cabin” for weeks with openly racist white 

women. Another letter to the editor questioned if it would truly be an exercise in 

equality for African Americans to travel with a “bevy of white women” who may 

actively take part in lynchings or cross-burnings.154 In the Afro-American, One Gold 

Star mother spoke directly to other Gold Star mothers:  

Every effort was made to get me not to come. I received several letters [from 
the NAACP and NACW]. I think it is a shame that some mothers were 
induced not to come by people who had nothing to lose, and who, if they were 
in our places, certainly would have come. Nothing more could have been done 
for us and I hope everyone who has refused will reconsider.155 
 

The mother argued that the activists writing for black newspapers were often male, 

and therefore could never understand the obligations of maternal duty and sacrifice. 

Similarly, she implied that wealthy African American Gold Star mothers associated 
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with the NACW “had nothing to lose” by publicly protesting because they could self-

fund their own pilgrimages to the European graves. She illuminated the rarely-

discussed socioeconomic tensions embedded in the Pilgrimage segregation debate.  

Finally, Gold Star Pilgrims justified their decision by framing the segregated 

voyages as the only groups of “real” American citizens to partake in the Pilgrimages. 

Some Gold Star Pilgrims described how their segregated groups included all native-

born Americans, echoing the language of the Americanization movement. African 

American Gold Star Pilgrims asserted that they were more “American” than non-

segregated immigrant Gold Star Pilgrims, arguing that they “represent[ed] the most 

truly American group that has been here so far.” 156 One Gold Star mother observed 

that “all other groups there has been a number of women who do not speak English. . 

. . Interpreters have been necessary for them, consequently such people respond to 

their impulses of their own lands rather than to America. Some of these women, we 

are told, were homesick and lonely because they knew no English, while the colored 

group acted always like real American ‘home-folks.’”157 Black newspapers that 

condemned the segregation also questioned why “foreign-born mothers” were not 

also forced to sail on separate ships.158 Gold Star Pilgrims expressed frustration that 

they were segregated when their foreign-born counterparts received equal treatment. 

One African American Pilgrim observed: “we can live among foreigners when we 

come into their land but when they come into our land, we must be segregated from 

them.”159 This illustrates how rhetorics of segregation function to manifest tensions 

among marginalized groups as they struggle to be recognized as authentic and full 

citizens.  
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Conclusion 

 Five years after the final Gold Star Pilgrimage, The Pittsburgh Courier paid 

tribute to African American Gold Star mothers who boycotted the Pilgrimages. The 

article lauded Gold Star mothers who “not only gave their loved ones in defense of 

democracy, but have carried on courageously through the years with the doors of 

democracy slammed in their faces.”160 Celebrating the “self-sacrificial strength” of 

these mothers, the publication described how Gold Star mothers embodied the ideals 

of black womanhood.161 The Courier called on the government to finally reward this 

wartime sacrifice: “Let the nation pay tribute to these Gold Star mothers and honor 

them by giving them the full citizenship and privileges for which their sons fought. 

That would be a REAL tribute.”162 The Courier highlighted a national responsibility 

of maternal citizenship—women earned full citizenship through sacrificing their sons 

for the nation.  

This chapter demonstrated different ways African American women defined 

authentic maternal citizenship—infused with conceptions of ascriptive citizenship as 

they justified their decisions to accept or decline Gold Star Pilgrimage invitations. 

Government officials and community leaders framed this decision as choice between 

competing conceptions of maternal citizenship—one showed loyalty to the nation and 

the other protested the government’s restrictions of rights. In doing so, Gold Star 

mothers and widows illustrated that African American women could not embody a 

singular definition of maternal citizenship. This study affirms Deborah Gray White’s 

assertion that, even though scholarly research often presents them as unified, “[b]lack 

women were never a monolithic group. Race and gender united them as often as class 
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. . . and ideology pitted them against each other.”163 Gold Star mother and widows’ 

diverse definitions of maternal responsibility were informed by a decade of 

conflicting rhetorics that framed African American women’s citizenship in terms of 

often conflicting national and racial ideals. Women who rejected the invitations 

defined civic authenticity in terms of racial uplift. They reconciled national and racial 

responsibilities by comparing their boycott to another historic battle for freedom—the 

American Revolution. In doing so, they were celebrated by African American leaders 

but labeled as “agitators” and inauthentic citizens by the War Department.  

Conversely, African American Gold Star Pilgrims were celebrated by the War 

Department as the “most dignified, cheerful and well-mannered group we have had so 

far.”164 Yet they were consequently labeled as disloyal by many black newspapers. 

Pilgrims framed their individual, maternal duty as more pressing than their collective 

responsibility to boycott the segregated voyages. They reconciled their racial and 

national responsibilities by describing how their travels in France prepared them to 

“return fighting” for racial equality.165 Pilgrims defined authenticity in terms of 

maternal sacrifice and their legal citizenship status. Some African American Gold 

Star Pilgrims described themselves as the “most American” group of Pilgrims 

because they were all born in America and spoke English. While white Gold Star 

Pilgrims were celebrated as national maternal ideals, African American Gold Star 

mothers and widows had to justify their civic performances in a way that required 

them to reconcile racial and national loyalty.  
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Conclusion:                                                                               

The Continuing Legacy of Gold Star Rhetoric 

 
 
 

On the first night of the 2016 Republican National Convention, Gold Star 

mother Karen Vaughn, whose Navy SEAL son was killed in Afghanistan, justified 

her inclusion as a convention speaker: “I’m here because I remember when America 

was strong and proud, when our work meant something. I’m here because I raised a 

son who believed in this country enough to give his life for it.”1 Vaughn treated her 

speech as part of her maternal responsibility to keep her son’s memory alive. In order 

to honor her son’s sacrifice, Vaughn implored the public to “elect leaders who will 

give our soldiers every possible tool to win [the war]. Leaders we can trust to stand 

strong against the enemies. Leaders like Donald Trump.”2 Vaughn later explained 

that the “heart” of her work was to “remember Aaron”—to remember her son in a 

way that reflected a soldier’s commitment to rise above politics in their self-less 

service: “When it comes to an American soldier, no one fights with an R or D on their 

shoulder, they fight with an American flag.”3  

Vaughn’s three-minute speech received very little media attention, in part, I 

argue, because her speech conformed to expectations of Gold Star mother rhetoric.4 

Vaughn foregrounded her role as a mother, urged the crowd to honor her son’s 

sacrifice through a specific action, and framed this political action as a form of 

apolitical commemoration. Like the first Gold Star mothers after the Great War, Vann 
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articulated a clear responsibility of maternal citizenship—raising their son to sacrifice 

for the nation and serving as a living embodiment of that patriotic sacrifice.  

The nation’s relationship to war and civic responsibility has changed in 

innumerable ways since the first World War. The rationale behind public calls to 

“support our troops” has shifted throughout the decades, reflecting changes in “public 

deliberation” about war.5 The Great War was not the “war to end all wars.” Over 

550,000 American soldiers have been killed in subsequent military conflicts across 

the globe.6 In 1948, a presidential order mandated “equality of treatment and 

opportunity for all persons in the Armed Forces without regard to race, color, 

religion, or national origin,” effectively ending the practice of racial segregation in 

military units.7 Since the end of the Vietnam draft in 1973, the military has been 

composed of an all-volunteer force.8 In 2015, Secretary of Defense Ashton Carter 

announced that every branch of the military must open all “remaining occupations 

and positions to women. There will be no exceptions,” ending a 67-year-old policy 

that allowed women to be banned from combat zone roles.9 The avenues for women’s 

service to the nation expanded since the Great War, increasing the possible 

performances of women’s citizenship during wartime.  

Commemorative practices have also changed, reflecting a range of public 

sentiments about subsequent wars. The National Mall in Washington, D.C., 

commemorates American soldiers from all world wars from the twentieth century, 

except for the first World War.10 This omission led some public officials to describe 

World War I as “the forgotten war.”11 Yet, Great War commemorations continue to 

circulate throughout contemporary American life. I posit that the Great War rhetoric 
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functions much like what Andreas Huyssen describes as a “palimpsest” where 

“representations of the visible” in war commemorations “show residues or traces of 

the invisible” or so-called forgotten war.12 The Tomb of the Unknown Soldier and 

Armistice Day (known now as Veteran’s Day) now honor soldiers from all American 

wars.13 Knowingly or not, many of us encounter Great War era memorials in our 

daily lives.14 Although the government never funded another post-war Pilgrimage 

after 1933, Gold Star rhetoric still informs contemporary political discourse. As I 

bring this study to a close, I explore how Gold Star rhetoric continues to uplift and 

discipline performances of maternal citizenship. 

In this closing chapter, I analyze contemporary discourse surrounding two 

Gold Star mothers to illustrate the enduring legacies of the maternal citizenship 

rhetorics analyzed in this study. During the Great War era, women defined and 

challenged what it meant to be newly enfranchised citizens through the lens of 

motherhood, race, and war commemoration. Almost a century after the passage of the 

Nineteenth Amendment, women continue to struggle for equal access to the rights 

and responsibilities of citizenship. Holly J. McCammon and Lee Ann Banaszak 

describe how women’s citizenship throughout the almost century since women’s 

enfranchisement “has simultaneously been characterized by progress and setbacks, 

opportunities and limits, increases in activism and demobilization.”15 The 

contemporary rhetoric of Cindy Sheehan and Ghazala Khan illustrate how women 

must continue to navigate ascriptive, maternal ideals codified during the first World 

War era. 
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 In the following analysis, I first examine how Gold Star rhetoric continues to 

broaden and constrain performances of maternal citizenship. I begin by analyzing 

Cindy Sheehan’s rhetoric and public reactions following the 2004 death of her son 

during the War in Iraq. This brief analysis illustrates how (white) maternal grief 

remains a powerful form of political rhetoric. Yet the analysis also reveals how public 

opinion turned when she began to challenge the meaning of Gold Star motherhood 

and American patriotism. I then examine discourse surrounding Ghazala Khan after 

her appearance at the 2016 Democratic National Convention. This analysis illustrates 

how a mother can embody the patriotic sacrifice of her son, yet still must justify her 

rhetorical choices due to the ascriptive elements of American citizenship reflected in 

Gold Star rhetoric. Finally, I discuss the implications of this project for extending our 

rhetorical and historical understandings of maternal citizenship.  

Cindy Sheehan: Performing Peace, Disciplining Maternal Citizenship 

Cindy Sheehan co-founded Gold Star Families for Peace (GSFP), one of the 

first official Gold Star organizations to take an anti-war stance while explicitly 

criticizing the President.16 After her son, Casey, was killed in action, Sheehan 

demanded an in-person meeting with President George W. Bush to dispute Bush’s 

claim that the U.S.-Iraq war was a “Noble Cause.”17 During summer 2005, Sheehan 

garnered national attention after establishing “Camp Casey” for 25 days outside of 

President George W. Bush’s Texas ranch, engaging in a nationwide bus-tour, and 

mobilizing over 1,500 anti-war “candlelight vigils” around the nation.18 Originally, 

Sheehan’s whiteness and maternal grief helped blunt the animosity surrounding her 

protests; yet, public opinion shifted when she began to broaden her anti-war 
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arguments to indict capitalism, the military-industrial complex, and the entire 

American political system.19 Like Gold Stars mothers who testified before Congress 

that claimed their advocacy was driven by their “hearts” instead of partisanship 

(Chapter 2), Sheehan described maternal civic action as apolitical while advocating 

for specific political policies.20 Sheehan’s maternal rhetoric and the subsequent press 

reactions illustrate how debates over the authentic performances of peace and 

sacrifice continue to permeate contemporary rhetorics of maternal citizenship.  

Sheehan challenged traditional Gold Star rhetoric of patriotic sacrifice by 

positing herself as a “Peace Mom” who refused to glorify the death of her son. 

Sheehan’s challenge to government narratives of maternal citizenship echoed Four 

Lights editorials that questioned the “blind patriotism” of wartime and called on 

mothers to resist propaganda that glamorized military sacrifice (Chapter 1). Sheehan 

recalled the disgust she felt the moment she received her Gold Star pin: “The Gold 

Star mom who pinned me lost two sons in Vietnam—she acted as if I should be 

thrilled with the honor of having that badge pinned on me.”21 Invoking the social 

contract, she contested the idea that a Gold Star “honor” could in any way fulfill the 

loss she experienced from her son’s death: “I was going to fight the idea that dying 

for a piece of cloth with stripes on it to spread a failed idea of freedom and 

democracy was worth it. A Gold Star is not a fair trade for a son’s life.”22 Sheehan 

sought to redefine the 70-year tradition of what it meant to be a Gold Star mother by 

aligning the civic role with anti-war activism.   

The death of her son, Sheehan posited, forced her to recognize that a Gold 

Star mother’s real calling was in preventing future sons from giving their lives for the 
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nation. Sheehan explained in her memoir that her authentic political voice did not 

emerge until her son died, describing it as the moment she became politicized. She 

wrote: “When Casey died in that back alley of Baghdad . . . he gave spiritual birth to 

his real mom. The real mom who was hiding behind her ignorance, faith, family and 

comfort” began to emerge after she found out her son was killed in action.23 

Challenging the rhetorics of patriotic sacrifice, Sheehan argued that her son’s death 

led to her “symbolic” rebirth as an anti-war activist. She became a “real mom,” 

Sheehan implied, when she committed her life to saving future children from an 

untimely death due to war. Women, she posited, still must navigate competing 

conceptions of authentic maternal citizenship—one that sacrifices their sons for the 

nation through military service versus one that prevents their sons and all sons from 

dying for an “immoral” war.   

Sheehan named her anti-war Gold Star mother stance as a sense of 

“Matriotism.” Janis L. Edwards and Amanda Leigh Brozana explain that Sheehan 

named this “ideological paradigm for action” in order to fuse “the performative 

tradition of Symbolic Motherhood, in its root terminology with . . . ‘patriotism.’”24 

Like WPP members highlighted in Chapter 1, Sheehan argued that all women as 

natural “life-givers” must oppose policies that perpetuate the loss of life. Utilizing the 

rhetoric of symbolic motherhood, she urged all women to identify as matriots:  

Not everyone is a mother, but there is one universal truth that no one can 
dispute no matter how hard they try (and believe me, some will try): Everyone 
has a mother! Mothers give life, and if the child is lucky, mothers nurture life. 
. . . A true Matriot would never drop an atomic bomb or bombs filled with 
white phosphorous, carpet bomb cities and villages, or control drones from 
thousands of miles away to kill innocent men, women and children. There is 
one most important thing that matriots would never do, however, and this is 
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the key to stopping killing to solve problems: a matriot would never send her 
child or another mother’s child to fight nonsense wars.25 

 
Sheehan described how women’s natural maternal instincts compelled her to protect 

all of the world’s children. Echoing the rhetoric of the WPP and Kate Richards 

O’Hare (Chapter 1), Sheehan argued that war would only cease to exist when mothers 

refuse to sacrifice their sons to the nation. Sheehan called on all women of America to 

stop their biological and symbolic sons from enlisting: “War will end forever when 

we matriots stand up and say: ‘No, I am not giving my child to the fake patriotism of 

the war machine which chews up my flesh and blood to spit out obscene profits.’”26   

Sheehan not only targeted President Bush but his own mother and former first 

lady when writing an open letter to Barbara Bush in 2005. Sheehan appealed to her 

maternal responsibility to promote peace. She called on Barbara Bush to “encourage 

your son to have some honesty and courage and to finally do the right thing,” linking 

her civic responsibility to the actions of her son. With echoes of republican 

motherhood ideology, Sheehan framed President Bush’s policy decisions as a direct 

result of Barbara Bush’s failings as a mother. Sheehan wrote:  

Did you teach George to use his words and not violence to solve his 
problems? It doesn’t appear so. Did you teach him that killing other people for 
power and oil is always wrong? Obviously you did not. . . . On August 3rd, 
2005, your son said that he killed my son and other brave and honorable 
Americans for a ‘noble cause.’ Well, Barbara, mother to mother, that angered 
me.27 
 

Sheehan accused Barbara of raising her son to glorify war, resulting in policies that 

created the War on Terror. She implied that all “real” mothers raised their sons to 

oppose war, reflecting the rhetorical legacy of peace advocates from the Great War-

era and their calls for “civic citizenship” (Chapter 1).28 Sheehan charged that Barbara 



 241 

Bush’s pro-war mothering style was motivated by greed: “I don’t think invading a 

country, killing its innocent citizens, and ruining the infrastructure to make your 

family and other merchants of death even richer is a noble cause.”29  

Sheehan came back to her ultimate conclusion that authentic performances of 

motherhood must be motivated by peace work. In response to Barbara Bush’s death 

in 2018, Sheehan expanded on her 2005 open letter in order to argue that society 

should not collectively mourn a mother who perpetuated war: “Maybe the death of 

such a one [Barbara Bush] should not be celebrated, but neither should we weep,” 

arguing that a mother who raises her son to continue a “political oligarchy” and start 

wars “should be resented, not worshiped.”30 Sheehan posited that mothers should 

only be celebrated if they fought to end war.  

 Some political commentators questioned if Sheehan authentically honored her 

son’s sacrifice given that her war commentary became increasingly “political.” A 

Seattle-Post Intelligencer editorial asserted that Sheehan’s anti-war rhetoric betrayed 

“real” Gold Star mothers who “choose to deal with their feelings in a way that doesn't 

cheapen the memory of their loved ones or turn a grave matter into a media circus 

standoff that generates more heat than light.”31 Unlike “patriotic” Gold Star mothers, 

conservative political commentator Mike Rosen observed that Sheehan’s “grief has 

metastasized into bitterness and rage as she turns her son's coffin into her own 

soapbox. Is that what Casey would have wanted? Or is this all about her?”32 Rosen 

made clear he did not consider Sheehan a “real” Gold Star mother, returning to the 

Great War era to justify his condemnation. As Rosen explained, the term arose from 

“President Woodrow Wilson's authorization, in 1918, of the display of gold stars on 
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the service flags and armbands of family members to honor soldiers who died during 

World War I.”33 Rosen’s condemnation of Sheehan mirrors the condemnations that 

members of the WPP and specifically Jane Addams faced in their own promotions of 

peace by preparedness advocates in the Ladies’ Home Journal and New York Times 

(Chapter 1). Rosen illustrates how at least some members of the contemporary public 

still expect a Gold Star mother to embody the patriotic sacrifice of her son and live to 

honor his memory in very specific ways.  

Coverage of Sheehan also illustrates how some media outlets continue to 

appropriate peace advocates’ maternal arguments to garner support for war. Their use 

of peace arguments paralleled how Ladies’ Home Journal Editor Edward Bok used 

the language of the Woman’s Peace Party as a means to encourage mothers to support 

the war (Chapter 1). Some publications posited that Sheehan’s pain illustrated why 

the U.S.- Iraq War must continue, appropriating her grief and anti-war arguments. 

Time columnist Joe Klein, for example, described how Sheehan’s “awkward anguish” 

as a Gold Star mother illustrated why the nation must continue with war. “[D]espite 

her naïve politics,” Klein concluded, Sheehan’s “public acknowledgment of the 

unutterable agony of this war” illustrated “why we should recommit the entire nation 

to the struggle.”34 Like preparedness advocates who claimed that the Great War 

would prevent the next generation from dying for the nation, Klein argued that the 

nation must persevere through the current war so that future sons would not have to 

sacrifice. Sheehan, many political commentators claimed, should not engage in 

overtly political activism but instead serve as a symbol of patriotic, maternal 

mourning for the nation.  
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The Bush administration also condemned Sheehan. As the Wilson 

administration had done 88 years before, administration officials continued to 

discipline maternal performances that failed to align with the administration’s visions 

of patriotism or war readiness (Chapter 1).35 Unlike war dissenters during the Great 

War era, Sheehan and other anti-war activists did not have to negotiate the Espionage 

and Sedition Acts, legislation that hindered free speech. Yet, Bush implied that 

mothers who advocated for a lasting peace actually thwarted the country’s longer-

term peace efforts, echoing the Committee on Public Information’s “Peace Through 

War” framing of the Great War (Chapter 1). As Sheehan camped in front of his ranch, 

Bush told reporters: “This is America. She has a right to her position. And I've 

thought long and hard about her position. And it would be a mistake . . . [and limit 

our] ability to lay the foundations for peace in the long run if we were to [withdraw]” 

American troops from Iraq.36  

While Bush implied that Sheehan did not represent a true “peace mother,” 

scholars note that his administration used conservative media commentators to 

explicitly attack Sheehan’s maternal credibility.37 During a 2005 episode of The 

O’Reilly Factor, host Bill O’Reilly portrayed Sheehan as responsible for “the grief of 

American families who have lost sons and daughters in Iraq, who feel that this kind of 

behavior borders on treasonous.”38 O’Reilly described how Gold Star families viewed 

Sheehan’s action as a betrayal to the memory of her son because she advocated for 

ending her son’s war before victory. Glenn Beck and his radio show producer 

described Sheehan as a “tragedy pimp” who spent time “prostituting [her] son’s 

death” in an effort to become famous.39 And conservative pundit Ann Coulter 
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questioned the authenticity of Sheehan’s mourning: “Call me old-fashioned, but a 

grief-stricken war mother shouldn't have her own full-time PR flack. After your third 

profile on ‘Entertainment Tonight,’ you're no longer a grieving mom; you're a C-list 

celebrity trolling for a book deal or a reality show.”40 Coulter’s criticism reflected an 

increasingly common attack on Sheehan’s character. As Coulter’s logic implied— 

“real” grieving mothers should uphold their son’s honor and not stain it by suggesting 

they died in vain.  

Some Gold Star families who supported the war publicly depicted Sheehan as 

an inauthentic Gold Star mother. Many were unable to reconcile her intersectional 

critiques of war with her Gold Star status. Dozens of Gold Star families objected to 

Sheehan’s anti-war rhetoric and embarked on a “You Don’t Speak for Me, Cindy” 

bus-tour around the nation in order to assert what they described as “true” Gold Star 

values.41 The families on the tour posited that Sheehan appropriated the Gold Star in 

order to make a political statement instead of properly honoring her son. One 

columnist, Kathleen Parker, posited that the public would turn against Sheehan as 

more “patriotic” Gold Star mothers and families spoke out against her: “people lost in 

their emotions get a pass from the usual standards of debate and fair play, as Sheehan 

has. That's about to change. As others arrive in Crawford who share Sheehan's grief 

and her moral authority—but not her politics—her free pass expires.”42  

Media figures across the political spectrum also began to question the 

authenticity of Sheehan’s maternal rhetoric as she began to make more explicit anti-

war statements. Conservative commentator Patrick J. Buchanan conceded in 2005 

that Sheehan had “authenticity and moral authority” due to being a Gold Star mother, 
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but argued that the “purity of Sheehan's protest has lately been diluted by her 

association with the far Left, the extravagance of her language and the arrival of 

political operatives to manipulate and manage her.”43 In an interview with The 

Nation, feminist scholar Cynthia Enloe observed that the nation was largely 

sympathetic toward Sheehan when she seemingly embodied a Gold Star mother’s 

traditional grief, yet “if we hear that she is really politically conscious we start to 

doubt the authenticity of her maternal message.”44 In a 2006 Chicago Sun-Times 

column, Jennifer Hunter described how she originally conceptualized Sheehan as “the 

symbol of mothers everywhere who have lost children to war and wives who have 

lost husbands” when she began her protest at Bush’s Texas ranch.45 However, Hunter 

ultimately argued that even liberal Americans became disillusioned with Sheehan’s 

increasingly “radical” anti-war rhetoric: “Her whole anti-war shtick—which I heartily 

supported in the beginning—is becoming a lesson on how one initially well-

intentioned woman, given a microphone and some airtime, can become immune to 

good sense.”46 Similarly, Meghan Gibbons suggested in a Washington Post editorial 

that “[i]f Sheehan could speak simply as Casey's mother, she might provoke serious 

thought in those still on the fence about the war.” However, Gibbons argued that if 

Sheehan continued “her preaching on issues on which she's no expert” then she would 

“distract from her real qualification to speak out in public: being a mother who has 

lost a son in the war.”47 Gibbons explained that Sheehan derived her political power 

through her status as a Gold Star mother. The backlash grew in intensity because she 

politicized the maternal performances of peace and grief. Such criticisms of Sheehan 

assumed that she could publicly grieve her son’s death in front of Bush’s Texas 



 246 

ranch, but could not challenge the war effort itself—topics seemingly outside a 

mother’s expertise.48 This illustrates another historical commonplace of Gold Star 

maternal rhetoric—Gold Star mothers can access a national platform to advocate for 

political issues but are restricted in what society deems appropriate activism for a 

grieving mother.   

Due to the increasingly vitriolic backlash, Sheehan publicly resigned from the 

peace movement in May 2007. She described how she “sacrificed” everything for the  

peace cause and could no longer “us[e] all my energy trying to stop this country from 

slaughtering innocent human beings.49 Her open letter described the return to a more 

traditional maternal role: “I am going to go home and be a mother to my surviving 

children and try to regain some of what I have lost.”50 DeDe Miller, Sheehan’s sister 

announced that GSFP “would continue working for humanitarian causes, but drop its 

involvement in the anti-war movement.”51 This re-framing allowed Gold Star families 

and peace advocates to work toward lessening the negative impacts of war without 

the explicit politics of anti-war rhetoric. Similarly, WPP President Jane Addams 

reframed her activism as “war relief” and toured with the Food Administration in 

order to partially end the federal investigation into the WPP (Chapter 1). At the same 

time, the terms “war relief” and “humanitarian causes” continue to frame maternal 

discourse as apolitical—limiting women’s ability to engage in foreign policy debate. 

Ninety-three years after the first World War began, Sheehan’s resignation illustrates 

how public and government pressures can still coerce peace advocates to rhetorically 

reframe their political efforts. Her resignation also illustrates that Great War-era 

definitions of authentic maternal citizenship continue to circulate; their authenticity 



 247 

blends symbols of peace with support for war. Sheehan’s maternal grief was not 

accepted by some as authentic because she channeled it to challenge American 

foreign policy and the notion that patriotism is synonymous with war support.   

Sheehan lamented the difficult task of re-imagining Gold Star rhetoric and 

American wartime discourse, explaining that she could no longer “try and change a 

paradigm that is now, I am afraid, carved in immovable, unbendable and rigidly 

mendacious marble.”52 Like marble statues, Sheehan implied that Gold Star mothers 

are pressured to perpetuate the belief that their sons died for a noble cause. This Gold 

Star ideal became a source of debate again some 11 years later—this time by a 

grieving American mother of Muslim faith who lost her son in the U.S.-Iraq War. 

Pakistani American Ghazala Khan, like the African American Gold Star mothers of 

the Great War generation, had to defend her Gold Star status and the authenticity of 

her maternal citizenship.  

Gold Star Mother Ghazala Khan: Embodying Sacrifice, Justifying Citizenship 

 At the 2016 Democratic National Convention, Ghazala Khan stood by her 

husband’s side as he challenged then-presidential candidate Donald Trump’s anti-

immigrant rhetoric. Her son, Army Captain Humayun Khan, was killed by a suicide 

bomber in 2004 while he was guarding a military post in Iraq. Khizir Khan, Ghazala’s 

husband, described their son as the embodiment of their American dream and a true 

American patriot. During his DNC speech, Khizir asserted that Trump did not respect 

the sacrifice of Muslim soldiers nor understood the American value of sacrifice. He 

stated: “you [Trump] have sacrificed nothing and no one.”53 The Khan’s appearance 

on stage was lauded as one of the most memorable moments from the entire DNC 
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convention and “went viral,” widely circulating on the Internet in the days after the 

speech.54 Trump and some far-right commentators, however, questioned how the 

Khans, a Muslim family, could embody the ideals of the nation.    

Candidate Trump reacted to the Khans’s DNC speech by mockingly 

questioning if Ghazala was oppressed as a Muslim woman. As Trump observed: “I’d 

like to hear his wife say something.”55 During a televised interview one day later, 

Trump embellished his claim: “If you look at his wife, she was standing there. She 

had nothing to say. She probably — maybe she wasn't allowed to have anything to 

say. You tell me.”56 Some conservative pundits supported Trump’s claim that 

Ghazala was “silenced” by her religion. Stop Islamization of America founder Pamela 

Geller questioned why the Khans would “attack Trump,” when “these Muslim parents 

were not decrying the Islamic texts and teachings behind this bloody war and the 

reason why their son went to war.”57 Ann Coulter described Ghazala as “a mute, hijab 

wearing wife” who wanted to “‘Make America Muslim”’ with her husband.58 Retired 

Army General Paul Vallely echoed Trump’s criticisms of Ghazala: “Well, she did 

stand there, as most Muslim women do and they don’t say anything, so there again, 

when you put yourself up into being a political pawn like that, you’ve got to take the 

heat.”59 Trump, Geller, Coulter, and Valley implied that Muslim women could not 

embody American maternal ideals, but functioned instead as “pawns” or “victims” of 

their religion. These statements reflect Dana L. Cloud’s assertion that contemporary 

war discourse is, in part, rationalized through a “paternalistic stance” toward veiled 

women and narratives that the United States is ‘“saving brown women from brown 
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men.”’60 As I will show below, Ghazala countered these claims by justifying her 

silence as an authentic performance of maternal citizenship.  

Ghazala responded to these accusations by framing her silence as the 

embodiment of her grief as a Gold Star mother. She gave voice to a gender difference 

embedded in Gold Star maternal discourse—the assumption that men cannot 

understand or embody the pain of a grieving war mother (Chapter 2). Khan 

foregrounded the authenticity of her pain in a Washington Post editorial: “Donald 

Trump has asked why I did not speak at the Democratic convention. He said he would 

like to hear from me. Here is my answer to Donald Trump: Because without saying a 

thing, all the world, all America, felt my pain. I am a Gold Star mother. Whoever saw 

me felt me in their heart.”61 Khan described how, as a Gold Star mother, she did not 

need to speak in order for the public to identify her as the embodiment of sacrifice. 

She explained how the depth of her grief rendered her speechless: “Walking onto the 

convention stage, with a huge picture of my son behind me, I could hardly control 

myself. What mother could? . . . Donald Trump said that maybe I wasn’t allowed to 

say anything. That is not true. My husband asked me if I wanted to speak, but I told 

him I could not.”62 While her husband spoke, she chose silence because of her 

overwhelming grief of losing her son. She also embodied the empowerment of silent 

protest. Women after all have long opted to use their intentional silence as political 

protest because of the power of placing their bodies in political spaces.63 The act of 

standing silently on one of the biggest stages of American politics forced a nation to 

contend with her maternal grief and price of war that her presence symbolized. 
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Khan explained that she spoke out after the convention in order to defend her 

son’s memory against Islamophobic attacks. She described how her son “loved 

America, where we moved when he was 2 years old. He had volunteered to help his 

country. . . . He didn’t have to do this, but he wanted to.”64 Her son’s sacrifice was 

even more patriotic, she implied, because he was not drafted or forced into the 

military—he chose to serve and then die for the nation. While Khan briefly described 

Trump’s views on Islam as “ignorant,” she foregrounded the patriotism of her family 

and their collective sacrifice for America in her editorial. Khan ended her editorial by 

asserting her moral authority over Trump: “Donald Trump said he has made a lot of 

sacrifices. He doesn’t know what the word sacrifice means.”65 

Many public officials and news outlets expressed dismay that Trump would 

publicly disparage a Gold Star mother. These reactions illustrate how the Gold Star 

mother endured as the ideal of maternal citizenship. After the Great War, Gold Star 

mothers were exalted as maternal ideals by patriotic organizations, the media, and 

Congress through local commemorative events and the Pilgrimages (Chapter 2). 

Trump denigrated women, immigrants, and Muslims leading up to the Khans’ 

convention appearance, yet his critique of a Gold Star mother garnered the most 

widespread outcry.66 News articles described how “Trump broke a political and 

societal taboo” and acted in an “utterly despicable” manner when he disparaged a 

Gold Star mother.67 Hillary Clinton, the 2016 Democratic presidential candidate, 

remarked that Trump’s “degrading comments about Muslims” revealed “a total 

misunderstanding of what made our country great, religious freedom, religious 

liberty.”68 Her spouse and former President Bill Clinton stated: "I cannot conceive 
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how he can say that about a Gold Star mother.”69 United Steel Workers Association 

also released a statement: “We denounce Trump’s shameful response to verbally 

attack Captain Kahn’s Gold Star mother, who chose to not speak at the Democratic 

nominating convention. . . . We just find it astounding that Trump’s egotistical 

arrogance lets him strike back with disrespect to the soldier’s mother.”70 Khizir Khan 

summarized the widespread backlash to Trump in this manner: “The way he showed 

disrespect towards the Gold Star mother of this country, that says it all.”71 The 

valorization of Ghazala reflected the rhetorical legacy of the first generation of Gold 

Star mothers who embodied patriotic sacrifice and lived to honor the memory of their 

sons.  

Gold Star and veteran organizations publicly spoke out in support of the 

Khans, a marked difference from their reactions to Sheehan’s anti-war rhetoric. 

Ghazala was widely defended from criticism because she mourned her son while 

lauding his sacrifice as an act of patriotism. Sheehan also publicly mourned the loss 

of her son but used his death as evidence of the nation’s immoral foreign policies. 

The Veterans of Foreign Wars (VFW) released a statement that reflects the continued 

exalted position of Gold Star mothers in political discourse: “To ridicule a Gold Star 

Mother is out-of-bounds. . . the VFW will not tolerate anyone berating a Gold Star 

family member for exercising his or her right of speech or expression. . . . There are 

certain sacrosanct subjects that no amount of wordsmithing can repair once 

crossed.”72 However, the VFW did not speak out in favor of Sheehan’s freedom of 

speech in 2005 when Salt Lake City television networks banned an anti-war ad that 

featured Sheehan asking Bush: “How many more of our loved ones need to die in this 



 252 

senseless war?”73 The ad, paid for by the Gold Star Families for Peace, was pulled off 

the air two days before President Bush would address the national VFW Conference 

in Salt Lake City.74 The American Gold Star Mothers, Inc., who publicly disavowed 

Sheehan, did not release an official statement about Trump’s attack but directed news 

outlets to their organizational press release: “American Gold Star Mothers continue to 

honor our sons and daughters through service — service to veterans and patriotic 

events. . . . No one knows how you feel like another mother who has lost a child.”75 

The organization implied that Ghazala, as a fellow Gold Star mother, had a deeper 

understanding of sacrifice than Trump.  

Other veteran organizations, Gold Star families, and public officials 

questioned how a presidential candidate could disparage the civic sacrifice of a Gold 

Star mother. The Jewish War Veterans of the United States of America released the 

following statement: “Criticizing Mrs. Khan for not speaking on stage is vile beyond 

words. No Gold Star Mother should ever be treated like that. Mr. Trump, you owe 

Mrs. Khan and all Gold Star families a huge apology.”76 Twenty-three Gold Star 

families, organized by a Gold Star mother affiliated with VoteVets, signed an open 

letter to Trump to demand an apology for the Khans and all Gold Star families. The 

letter highlighted that Gold Star mothers, regardless of race or religion, deserve equal 

respect: “When you question a mother's pain, by implying that her religion, not her 

grief, kept her from addressing an arena of people, you are attacking us.”77 The letter 

argued that the sacrifice of a Gold Star mother should never be disparaged, arguing 

that “[t]his goes beyond politics. It is about a sense of decency.”78 Senator Lindsey 

Graham (R-SC) reflected this argument, framing Trump’s comments as an 
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unprecedented attack on a Gold Star mother: “This is going to a place where we've 

never gone before, to push back against the families of the fallen. There used to be 

some things that were sacred in American politics — that you don't do — like 

criticizing the parents of a fallen soldier even if they criticize you.”79 Graham’s 

comment, however, did not reflect the historical treatment of Gold Star mothers 

who failed to embody the maternal ideal of sacrifice.  

While they praised the Khan family for their patriotic sacrifice, many 

conservative politicians refused to explicitly condemn Trump’s anti-Muslim, anti-

immigrant rhetoric or withdraw their support from his campaign. Scholar Ji-Young 

Um describes how fallen Muslim soldiers and their mothers are framed as 

“embodying both citizen and enemy simultaneously” and American politicians often 

oscillate between praising their sacrifice and demonizing their religion.80 Then vice-

presidential candidate Mike Pence issued a statement directly after Trump’s reaction 

to Khan’s speech became public: “Captain Humayun Khan is an American hero and 

his family, like all Gold Star families, should be cherished by every American.”81 

Similarly, Speaker of the House Paul Ryan (R-WI) stated: “[The sacrifice] of Khizr 

and Ghazala Khan should always be honored. Period.”82 Some questioned if it was 

hypocritical for Pence and other Trump supporters to call for the Khan family to be 

“praised” and “cherished” while also advocating for policies designed to limit the 

rights of Muslims. Daily Kos staff writer Mark Sumner asked if “‘cherish’ also 

means not allowing families like the Khans to immigrate to America by casting 

blame on their entire religion or entire nation for the actions of a few.”83  
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The rhetoric of conservative politicians implied that Muslim families can 

only be honored when they sacrifice sons for the nation. This reflected Edward E. 

Curtis’s scholarly assertion that government officials often highlight military 

service to distinguish “good” Muslims from “bad” Muslims for the American 

public.84 Senator Kelly Ayotte (R-NH) made the point that, “I am appalled that 

Donald Trump would disparage them and that he had the gall to compare his own 

sacrifices to those of a Gold Star family.”85 Ayotte noted that Ghazala embodied the 

ideals of Gold Star sacrifice but refused to withdraw her support from Trump.86 This 

illustrates how Gold Star rhetoric continues to be used by government officials and 

leaders to express solidarity with and praise for the patriotism of minorities, while 

simultaneously implementing policies that further marginalize non-white Americans. 

For example, Secretary of War Patrick N. Hurly praised the patriotic sacrifices of 

African American Gold Star Pilgrims while utilizing freight-vessels instead of the 

luxury steamliners for their segregated voyages (Chapter 3). Similarly, some 

conservative politicians praised the Khan family for embodying the ideals of patriotic 

sacrifice while supporting policies that posited Muslims as a threat to the nation. The 

treatment of Ghazala Khan illuminates one way that non-white Gold Star mothers 

continue to be treated as “simultaneous citizens and noncitizens”—praised for 

sacrificing for the nation but required as persons of color to justify their status as a 

civic ideal.87  

 Discourse created by and about Ghazala Khan illustrates how Great War era 

rhetoric continues to shape maternal citizenship. Khan’s authenticity as a Gold Star 

mother provided her a national platform to encourage Muslim women to take an 
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active role in political organizing, assert their equality in public spaces, and challenge 

harmful stereotypes about the Muslim faith. In an October 2016 interview, she 

explained her support and involvement with the newly created American Muslim 

Women PAC:  

We [Muslim women] have all type of activities that we participate in, why not 
in politics now? Our power has been challenged, that Muslim women are 
behind, or Muslim women don’t talk, or they don’t do anything. Really we are 
a very strong pillar of the community. . . . We have equal rights. It doesn’t 
matter if you became a citizen today or a hundred years ago, we are all 
equal.88 

 
Yet, Khan’s arguments reflect the rhetorical legacy of past Gold Star mothers who 

honored their son’s sacrifices for the nation. One Gold Star mother who testified 

during a Pilgrimage hearing described how she now sought to honor her son’s life 

through her patriotic work (Chapter 2). After the Great War, rather than exercising 

their individual rights as newly enfranchised citizens, Gold Star mothers instead 

described their actions as a performance of their maternal responsibility. According to 

Khan, she was not speaking out for her own individual rights, but to continue her 

son’s legacy of patriotic sacrifice. She described her final conversation with her son 

in the following way: “I was keep  telling him, be safe and don’t become hero for me, 

just be my son. Come back as a son but he came back as a hero.”89 As the mother of a 

war hero, Khan’s statement received national press attention, yet she must constantly 

justify why she deserves this platform as a Muslim woman.  

Final Implications 

While the nation has changed in innumerable ways, Gold Star rhetoric 

remains a constant presence in political discourse. War still requires mothers to 

sacrifice their sons (and now daughters) for the nation. The nation continues to 
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grapple with how to best commemorate the sacrifices of these soldiers in ways that do 

not deter future sacrifices. Gold Star mothers are still exalted and disciplined due to 

their performances of maternal citizenship. In the remaining pages, I elaborate 

takeaways from my analysis of Gold Star rhetoric involving the authenticity of 

maternal citizenship in the contexts of war and suffrage.  

Maternal Citizenship & War 

 This study has demonstrated how Gold Star mothers challenged traditional 

war commemorative practices by arguing that women—as mothers—earned the right 

to be honored by the nation.90 Utilizing rhetorics of the social contract, advocates 

called on the government to pay back mothers’ service to the nation—sacrificing their 

sons for the public good. At the same time, Pilgrimage advocates framed the voyages 

as a responsibility of maternal citizenship and an apolitical act of patriotic mourning. 

As previously discussed (Introduction & Chapter 2), women have historically utilized 

war commemoration as a means to shape national identity and the political landscape. 

This study has illustrated how Pilgrimage advocates transformed the practice of 

wartime mourning into a federally-funded responsibility of maternal citizenship. In 

doing so, Gold Star rhetoric during the Great War contributed to the rhetorical 

boundaries of authentic and inauthentic citizenship. As the portrayals of Cindy 

Sheehan and Ghazala Khan demonstrate, such commitments persist today.  

Many of the women and men in this study optimistically viewed war as an 

opportunity to advocate for full citizenship, reflecting the belief that military service 

commonly serves as a gateway to increased rights. Women’s war work helped pave 

the way for the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment. President Wilson described 
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the proposed suffrage amendment as the “War Amendment,” arguing that women 

earned equal rights through wartime service.91 While women’s work in munitions 

factories, on the farms, and in other non-traditional war-work was framed as 

temporary shift in gender norms, the Gold Star maternal ideal endured long after the 

war through rhetorics of commemoration.  

This study has illustrated how war commemoration was also utilized to 

discipline women who did not embody the government-sanctioned ideals of maternal 

citizenship. While the war contributed to the expansion of women’s legal citizenship, 

wartime also restricted women’s rights advancement by associating women’s roles as 

mothers to their roles as citizens—reinforcing traditional gender ideology. In many 

ways, this was done by patriotic organizations (like the American War Mothers) who 

sought to ensure that an expansion of rights aligned with a vision of motherhood that 

reified patriarchy. The American War Mother called on former anti-suffragists to 

protect traditional ideals through the vote and exalt Gold Star mothers as women’s 

civic ideal in a post-suffrage era (Chapter 2). Gold Star Pilgrimages illustrated how 

the government exalted mothers who sacrificed their sons for the nation and then 

sought to embody that patriotic sacrifice through their public actions. Women who 

attempted to rhetorically assert their maternal and thus moral authority to advocate for 

pacifism, child welfare policies, or racial equality were often labeled as radicals or 

inauthentic citizens in a post-war America (Chapter 2 & Chapter 3). While war in part 

expanded women’s roles, it also reified traditional performances of gendered 

citizenship during the years leading up to and following the passage of the Nineteenth 

Amendment.  
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Maternal Citizenship & Suffrage 

Maternal citizenship during the Great War era was simultaneously shaped by 

suffrage rhetoric and the rhetoric of Gold Star mothers, illustrating Kristan Poirot’s 

assertion that “discourse functions in broad contexts.”92 The rhetorics of war and 

suffrage did not exist in separate arenas but were deeply intertwined. While the peace 

and preparedness movements advocated for specific war policies, they also staked 

different claims on the future of women’s citizenship. Woman’s Peace Party (WPP) 

leaders framed the vote as essential for securing peace for children around the world. 

The Woman’s Section of the Navy League and other preparedness groups conversely 

framed the WPP’s peace rhetoric as an inauthentic performance of maternal 

citizenship. They argued that women, as mothers of the nation, should not be focused 

on individual rights but on the safety of the entire nation. As America moved closer to 

entering the first World War, the lines between the two movements began to blur. 

Some peace leaders of the WPP chose to work in the name of preparedness in order to 

secure the vote for women, illustrating one of the many ways the suffrage movement 

shaped and was shaped by war rhetoric.  

Yet as women were on the verge of expanding their rights and acquiring full 

citizenship, the U.S. government actively worked to control their political agency. 

Through propaganda and threats of arrest, the government turned to compulsory and 

coercive tactics to compel women to support the war and send their sons into battle as 

part of their civic duty. These efforts to restrict women’s rights unfolded as suffragists 

worked to expand women’s citizenship. When America entered the Great War, some 

suffragists chose to engage in the war-work as a means to gain support for the 
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suffrage amendment while others actively protested their government’s wartime 

actions. The government accomplished their ends by trying to silence women who 

questioned whether women’s citizenship should be synonymous with maternal 

sacrifice. In doing so, the government reconstituted traditional ideals of maternal 

citizenship even before women could achieve full enfranchisement. Such rhetoric 

worked to reify the “ascriptive” dimensions of women’s citizenship, re-inscribing 

their “second-class” status.93 

Scholars describe the interwar years and the gap between the “first wave” and 

“second wave” of the women’s rights movement as an “understudied time period.”94 

This study fills in a piece of this gap through the analysis of Gold Star discourse 

during the years leading up to and following women’s enfranchisement. Government 

officials and members of the public utilized Gold Star rhetoric to infuse women’s 

citizenship with traditional ideologies of motherhood after the passage of the 

Nineteenth Amendment. Gold Star rhetoric exalted women who raised their sons to 

be soldiers and disciplined women who challenged government policies of war 

readiness or segregation. This emphasis on traditional motherhood can be understood, 

in part, as a response to the more progressive vision of women’s citizenship heralded 

by suffragists and enacted through women’s war-work. As the war ended, women 

were forced out of the factories, farms, and other public roles that challenged 

traditional norms of gender behavior. These wartime jobs were framed as a unique 

condition of the war and not the beginning of a new era of gendered action. As these 

less traditional roles faded from national view, Gold Star ideals endured from the war 

as the public voted for a “return to normalcy.”95 While Gold Star rhetoric provided an 
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avenue for women to name and assert their authority, it also aided in limiting 

women’s citizenship to more traditional enactments of motherhood. 

 This study also extends our understanding of women’s political rhetoric as 

newly enfranchised citizens and government responses to their new status. As newly 

enfranchised suffragists sought to expand women’s rights, others fought to ground 

women’s citizenship in a vision of motherhood that best served the national defense 

interests—the Gold Star mother. During the decade of congressional hearings that 

lauded Gold Star mothers as civic ideals, government officials investigated women 

pacifists and feminists as agents of radicalism, defunded the Sheppard-Towner Act (a 

child and maternal welfare program), rejected the Child Labor Amendment (a 

proposed constitutional amendment designed to regulate the working conditions of 

those under 18), and refused to vote on the Equal Rights Amendment (a proposed 

constitutional amendment that would prohibit discrimination based on sex).96 In the 

process, government officials solidified the Gold Star mother as the most authentic 

form of maternal citizenship. Maternal citizenship, as defined through Gold Star 

rhetoric, links women’s agency to their maternal value in service to the nation. This 

limits women’s civic performances to giving birth, preparing their sons for military 

service, and commemorating their patriotic deaths by embodying that sacrifice 

publicly. While this ideal continues to allow women an avenue to reach a national 

platform, it also narrows the scope of their political voice and citizenship 

participation.  
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Maternal Citizenship & Authenticity  

 This study also highlights the rhetorical and ideological force of 

authenticity—a force that at once empowers and impedes political progress. 

Throughout the Great War era, women utilized rhetorics of authenticity to advocate 

for different visions of maternal citizenship. Pilgrimage advocates successfully 

framed Gold Star mothers as the most authentic embodiments of patriotic sacrifice 

and accordingly the most entitled to government-funded voyages—an entitlement not 

extended to fathers, some adoptive mothers, unmarried widows, other family 

members, and even veterans (Chapter 2). Randolph Holhe describes how rhetorics of 

authenticity can at once empower marginalized groups to advocate for social change 

but also create a “framework for exclusion” for those same groups.97 Rhetorics of 

authenticity during wartime created a dichotomy between authentic citizens who were 

celebrated for their loyalty and inauthentic citizens who were disciplined for their 

insubordination. This project illustrates this tension as women struggled to define 

maternal citizenship while facing serious consequences when the public or 

government inauthenticated their maternal performances (Chapter 1 and Chapter 3). 

Pre-war peace advocates asserted that women, as symbolic mothers of the world, 

must keep America out of war to ensure future peace. And preparedness advocates 

claimed that loyal mothers of the nation would prepare their sons to be soldiers, 

ensuring a quick end to the first World War and securing peace for future generations. 

The CPI combined these divergent definitions to assert a woman’s civic responsibility 

to ensure “Peace through War.”98 After the United States declared war on Germany, 

peace advocates who did not conform to this ideal of maternal citizenship were 
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publicly ridiculed, investigated, and prosecuted. Similarly, when the government 

decided to segregate the Pilgrimages, African American women were forced to 

choose between different visions of maternal citizenship—patriotic grief and anti-

segregation outrage. As a result, African American women could never fully embody 

the national and racial maternal ideals. While rhetorics of authenticity can serve as a 

powerful rhetorical strategy for women to assert their motherhood as a form of 

political influence, this project demonstrates how these rhetorics can be turned against 

women if they do not conform to traditional or government-sanctioned ideals. 

This project also reaffirms how authenticity in the context of citizenship 

rhetoric is often synonymous with whiteness. This study echoes Michael W. 

Hughey’s scholarly assertion that the “conflation of whiteness and authentic 

citizenship” is a constant hallmark of American political discourse.99 White women 

analyzed in this study rarely invoked race as they defined, challenged, and performed 

different conceptions of maternal citizenship. Preparedness advocates, for instance, 

framed Americanizing immigrant mothers as critical enactments of (white) maternal 

citizenship without naming race. Throughout almost a decade of Pilgrimage 

congressional hearings, Pilgrimage advocates and members of Congress never 

discussed race or the possibility of segregated voyages. An authentic Gold Star 

mother, for Pilgrimage advocates and members of Congress, was essentialized and 

normalized as white. They never mentioned race because they did not consider the 

possibility of black and white Gold Star mothers sailing together—segregation was an 

unspoken assumption within the debates. This project illustrates how what Thomas K. 

Nakayama and Robert L. Krizek describe as the “invisibility of whiteness” shaped 
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rhetorics of maternal citizenship throughout the Great War era.100 Throughout the 

war, some African American women felt compelled to maintain the façade of this 

“invisibility” and work within the segregated confines of war-work on the homefront 

to support black troops overseas. Others, however, were quick to challenge their 

segregation and marginalization. When African American women challenged the 

Pilgrimage segregation, they were deemed inauthentic citizens by government 

officials. This project illustrates how some African Americans sought to redefine 

authentic citizenship in a way that challenged segregation and in turn the invisibility 

of whiteness as an ascriptive dimension of U.S. citizenship. 

This study also articulates another way African American women confronted 

and negotiated conflicting definitions of authenticity as they advocated for political 

change. African American women navigated different conceptions of civic 

responsibility in their decision to accept or decline the segregated Pilgrimage 

invitation. Such efforts to restrict performances of maternal citizenship for African 

American women took place within and outside of formal institutions of power. 

Government officials utilized rhetorics of maternal authenticity to assert that women 

must prioritize patriotic sacrifice over the protest of segregation. Many African 

American community leaders called on prospective Gold Star Pilgrims to take part in 

collective protest at the expense of individual mourning practices. These messages 

suggested that African American women should always prioritize race over gender.101 

This illustrates an intersectional tension that African American women negotiated. 

They were encouraged to dedicate their activist efforts toward uplifting the entire race 

rather than working to challenge the gender discrimination they faced as newly-
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enfranchised citizens and within their own communities. As scholar Deborah K. King 

explains, “competing demands (each requiring its own sets of resistances to multiple 

forms of oppression)” are not a new phenomenon but a “primary influence” on the 

way black women have historically defined their relationship to the nation and to 

their community.102 Competing messages about the Pilgrimages helped reify African 

American women’s “multiple jeopardies” during a time of women’s potential 

political advancement.103  

In all, this study illustrates how shifting meanings of maternal citizenship 

throughout the Great War era simultaneously advanced and stymied women’s 

political action. Allison Piepmeier asserts that “rethinking . . . motherhood is a theme 

that connects second wave ideology and third wave ideology (and first wave too)” 

and can be traced through the discourse of feminist movement.104 This project 

demonstrates the importance of also interrogating the years “between the waves” and 

interwar years to more fully identify how rhetorics of motherhood witnessed a 

resurgence in the postwar and post-suffrage eras. As women’s rights expanded with 

the vote, the federal government helped reify a conception of womanhood that 

reduced women’s contributions to their roles as mothers and supporters of the war. As 

evidenced by the Spider Web Chart, even women’s arguments of peace were treated 

as incendiary threats to traditional American values.  

This project highlights the voices of women during an era when women 

fought for and also resisted an expansion of citizenship rights.105 The diversity of 

women’s rhetorical arguments and experiences affirm Patricia Hill Collins’ critical 

assertion that “women” is not a unified category and that our research should attend 
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to women’s diverse responses to conditions of oppression and how women may 

create and foster those conditions.106 Throughout the Great War era, “women” did not 

unite around a singular ideal of  maternal citizenship. Instead, they advocated for and 

campaigned against a diverse range of maternal actions from supporting the war 

effort to protesting segregation and racial injustice. Some framed maternal citizenship 

as synonymous with pacifism and international cooperation; others utilized Gold Star 

rhetoric to infuse women’s citizenship after the passage of the Nineteenth with 

traditional ideologies of motherhood. The Gold Star ideal then cannot be understood 

as an apolitical symbol of patriotic sacrifice. The Gold Star mother continues to 

represent a contentious rhetorical struggle over the complex and often competing 

meanings of maternal citizenship in American political discourse.  
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African-American women learned the importance of working on behalf of Black 
families and communities and of seeing their own needs as secondary to the larger, 
more significant political struggle.” Collins, Fighting Words, 31-32. 
102 King, “Multiple Jeopardies, Multiple Consciousness,” 51. 
103 King further describes how black women’s “history of resistance to multiple 
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2014) 167. 
105 Yet, much work still needs to be done in order to recover the voices of Gold Star 
Pilgrims and women during the interwar years. As Susan Zaeske and Sarah Jedd 
remind us, “the recovery project in women’s public address is far from complete.” 
Zaeske and Jedd, “From Recovering Women’s Words to Documenting Gender 
Constructs,” 194. While newspapers, magazines, and white women’s reminiscences 
describe and at times laud the inclusion of mothers of color and immigrant in their 
Pilgrimages, they do not include the first-hand narratives of these women. In 
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American War Mothers and American Gold Star Mothers and not featured in media 
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