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American Red Cross posters and the cultural politics of motherhood in
World War I
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Scholars have long held that World War I markedly impacted women’s participation in
the public sphere as questions of appropriate wartime participation for women arose.
Posters were an important tool for communicating notions of feminine citizenship and
patriotism during the US involvement in the war. In this article, I explore the influence
of the US involvement in World War I on social constructions of white femininity and
citizenship through their portrayal in American Red Cross posters produced between
1914 and 1919. These posters offer a distinct visual documentation of the cultural shift
in the portrayal of, and the insistence on, white women’s – particularly nurses’ –
responsibilities during wartime. I argue that the sentiments and language of the newly
splintered women’s movements were co-opted into the service of the war and were
further emboldened with religious sentiments. American Red Cross posters called upon
women to enact their presumed innate nurturing tendencies, and by extension, their
feminine citizenship, at both the home and warfronts. In this way, the labor of the
private sphere was drawn into the service of the war but without fully admitting women
into the public sphere.

Keywords: gender; World War I; nurses; American Red Cross posters; patriotism;
citizenship

Introduction

The US involvement in World War I opened many new possibilities for women both in

work and civic participation. During the war, as many as 1.5 million1 American women

moved into new roles in industrial and munitions factories, agriculture, and administrative

positions, such as ticket sales, stenography, and bank clerking (Brown 2002; Jensen 2008).

And as white women made their way into jobs traditionally held by men, African-

American women moved into those jobs that were held by white women (Anderson 1996).

White middle-class women also found their way into nursing, as the professionalization of

nursing – both in public health and in private home nursing – shifted in the public

imaginary from working class scullery maid to dutiful war-effort participant (Kingsbury

2010; Smith 1989). For those nurses unable to leave the home because of their familial

duties, the Women’s Bureau of the Red Cross produced circulars with patterns for knitting

hot water bottle covers, hospital garments, underwear, socks, and other items for which

there was a warfront shortage (Clarke 1918). Others were encouraged to take up local

nursing positions, with the insistence that this work was ‘equally as patriotic, of as great a

value to her country’ (Hall 1918, 16). A new discourse of woman’s patriotic duty found

traction during the war, as the Red Cross, YWCA, and other civic organizations, often in
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conjunction with government-sponsored domestic war programs, mobilized a highly

stylized vision of a feminine citizenship which could be performed in service to the war.

But the war also disrupted the momentum of women’s political movements, and

fissures developed in and among the groups. Lingering racial contentions became more

pronounced as arguments arose about which women constituted appropriately American

citizens. Many of the women associated with political and social movements were

involved in eugenics and social hygiene while others espoused blatantly racist ideologies

that reflected the ‘100% American’ movement, which was quickly folded into the war

effort (Bederman 1995; Kennedy 2008; Spruill 1993). Many women’s movement

participants shelved their fight for greater citizenship rights in order to focus on what they

perceived to be their distinctly feminine patriotic responsibilities during wartime that

ranged from nursing to direct participation in the development of war propaganda.

Through these and other avenues, the discourses of women’s movements – suffrage,

peace, and, social reform – were co-opted toward the service of the war (Koven and

Michel 1990; Zeiger 1996).

Many authors have written about the entry of women into war work, and nursing

specifically, during World War I (Darrow 1996; Jensen 2008; Ouditt 1994), the discursive

struggles in the splintered women’s movements upon the outbreak of the war (Fell and

Sharp 2007; Mayhall 2003; Spruill 1993; Zeiger 1996), and about the development of war

propaganda (Axelrod 2009; Boxwell 1993; James 2009). Drawing from these three

strands, in this article, I examine American Red Cross (ARC) posters produced between

1914 and 1919 as a set of visual representations that illustrate the mobilization of a social

construction of feminine citizenship deemed appropriate in wartime. The posters offer a

visual timeline that makes plain the arc of changes as they materialized during the war.

At root of this article is an exploration of the visuality of the imagined geography of home,

nation, and community – one that ‘ground[ed] ‘domestic’ sites and ‘domesticating’

processes of militarization’ (Loyd 2011, 847) that leaned heavily on a religious motif.

Just Warriors and Beautiful Souls

Geographers and other scholars have written extensively about the spatialization of gender

roles (Doan 2010; England 2010; McDowell 1999), pointing to the ways that the home is

only one site of the home front in war (Enloe 2004; McEuen 2011; I. Sharp 2007). Further,

scholars have long examined the intersections of gender, patriotism, and nationalism

(Boyer 2005; Kim-Puri 2005; Mayer 2004; Sharp 1998; Sparke 1996), exploring the ways

in which the ‘political’ is always and at once embodied – materializing in the most private

of spaces (Cohn and Enloe 2003; England 2010; Erickson and Faria 2011) even as ‘home

and work, the public and the private, state and society converge’ (Mitchell, Marston, and

Katz 2003, 433). More particularly, scholars of nationalism have pointed to the very

embodiment of national communities in women – (some) women at once represent

national identity (motherland) and reproduce it ‘biologically, culturally, and symbolically’

(Yuval-Davis 1997, 2; See also: Bialasiewicz 2006; Sharp 1996). Indeed, Elshtain (1987,

4) argues that ‘in times of war, real men and women – locked in a dense symbiosis,

perceived as beings who have complementary needs and exemplifying gender-specific

virtues – take on, in cultural memory and narrative their personas of the Just Warrior and

the Beautiful Souls.’

Other scholars have also examined the ways in which women are written out of

nations’ social and political histories – particularly histories of war and the warfront –

exiled to the domestic sphere in, at best, a supporting role (Dowler 2002; Linhard 2005;
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Moore 2007). Motherhood, within this context, is often coded as an apolitical act, and yet

it is precisely motherhood through which women come under the political gaze through

government regulation (Fannin 2013; Gilbert 2001; Kaufman and Nelson 2012), rape as a

weapon of war (Kesa 2001; Mayer 2004), and in serving as a motivation for war (Fluri

2009; Mohanty, Riley, and Pratt 2008).

In this vein, women’s political movements at the beginning of the twentieth century

often invoked motherhood and women’s roles as nurturers as the very politics of the

nation they sought to capitalize on through gendered constructions of nationhood and

responsibility. The US entry into the war both disrupted these moves and opened new

avenues through which to participate in the national political culture. As Kimberly

Jensen (2008) argues, women’s activism in the lead up to and during the First World War

marked an important shift in the domestic landscape of war-making in the USA that lays

bare a complexity in the relationship between women’s movements and the war. This

article explores just a tiny sliver of this complex relationship, examining the visual

representation in ARC posters as they situated middle class and white nurses in both duty

and care.

To do this, I first give a brief overview of the ARC to ground it more clearly within the

US geopolitical landscape in the lead up to and the entrance of the USA into World War

I. I then attend to the development of the woman’s peace movement prior to the war in

order to more clearly illustrate the ways in which the movements’ own framings were used

in public discourse in building support for the war. I then briefly explore the development

of the Committee on Public Information (CPI) and their attention to women and religion in

their efforts to garner public support for the US involvement. And finally, I examine the

changing face and figure of the nurse in ARC recruitment posters as a reflection of shifting

political discourses about women. The duty to citizenship that was laid upon women was

not only a symptom of the expectations of the woman in the home and her contribution to

the family, but was simultaneously couched in a larger framework of duty to the homeland

and the need for the domestic(ated) female at the warfront.

A note on methodology

Geographers have long been interested in visual methodologies; indeed, many have

argued that visual representation is an essential element that has both driven and been

driven by geography (Gregory 1994; Oldrup and Carstensen 2012; Rose 2003). This

disciplinary visuality (Rose 2003) is heavily interested in geographers’ production of

visual material as a form of ethnography (Crang 2009; Driver 2003) – to include the

production of visual responses by informants (Elwood and Mitchell 2012; Kindon 2003;

Parr 2007) – in the service of empire (Domosh 2004; Sparke 1999), and in geographical

education (Crang 2003; Matless 2003; Rose 2003). At the same time, there has been a

deepening interest in visual culture, or ‘[p]aying attention to the effects of images’ (Rose

2001, 9), something of a ‘neo-visual turn’ (Tolia-Kelly 2012), as geographers turn to the

multiplicity of visual information that surrounds us in our everyday lives.

Further, Jeanne Prinsloo (1999) argues that studying advertisements can be

particularly effective in understanding gendered roles during war as they offer a concise

and protracted message. Large and colorful posters produced in the service of the war

mark a peculiarly twentieth century turn in the construction of a cultural landscape (James

2009). World War I saw the first concerted effort to construct public opinion with an

intention of material outcome through the controlled use of education and media, offering

a rich visual history with which to work (Funk 2011; James 2009).
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In this case study, I examined several ARC advertisements for nurse recruitment and

donations beginning in 1914 beyond the completion of the war into 1919, which depict the

figure of a nurse.2 In the interest of space, I show here only four, but each one was chosen

for its representativeness of the range of posters produced. Because Red Cross posters

were printed in many different countries and for clearly different audiences, I chose only

posters that are cataloged and archived at the Library of Congress with enough background

data to indicate their ‘Americanness’ (e.g., through text such as ‘Surgeon General Gorgas,’

or through catalog information that indicates the posters were printed and distributed in the

USA) – which is to say that although some images were used in several different Red

Cross campaigns,3 these and others that I examined were specifically developed for a US

audience.

Finally, as Rose’s (2001) seminal work on interpretation of visual materials reminds

us, visual representations work in conjunction with other discursive frames to produce

ways of knowing and being in the world. The ARC nurse is at once mythical and

representational in the posters – an image of a national feminine citizenship to which

aspire. I seek to offer a concrete reading of how the discourses of emerging white feminist

political participation were co-opted in the service of war at a pivotal moment in the USA.

The American Red Cross and World War I

The ARC was founded in 1881 following five years of Clara Barton’s tireless work in

Washington, DC. (Barton 1917). The lack of a strong centralized state in the nineteenth-

century USA made room for a new American humanitarianism following the Civil War –

at once secular and humanist – and the ARC reflected the traditions of both the Geneva

Convention and the particular needs of the US population (Irwin 2013; Jones 2013).

Generally, Red Cross societies are considered neutral and their members treated as neutral

actors in conflict; however, there are strong connections between national governments

and their Red Cross societies (see Forsythe 2005). For instance, although the ARC is not a

federal agency, it has a legal standing as ‘a federal instrumentality’ – which is to say, that

while it has immunity from state regulation, it is mandated by the federal government to

fulfill obligations as outlined in its Congressional Charter. Through this provision, the War

Department had the power to assign ARC nurses to duty with military units in time of war,

or when war was pending (Dock et al. 1922).

The ARC began distributing recruitment posters for graduate nurses in 1914. Before

the official involvement of the USA, ARC posters invoked the figure of the nurse to

encourage the public to donate funds and time to the war effort in Europe. The early nurse

figure is nearly faceless and mildly masculine, shapeless, and not notably feminine

(Figure 1). She wears her ‘outdoor uniform’ – modest in all ways to protect her femininity.

Her hair is neatly tucked away, and she wears the ‘practical gray cotton crepe uniform with

regulation hat and cape’4 (Red Cross Magazine 1918, 49). The drab uniform and shapeless

cape shield any hint of her figure and covers her body modestly. She has taken the

Nightingale Pledge, after all, promising ‘to pass [her] life in purity . . . and to abstain from

whatever is deleterious and mischievous.’5 Only her blurry face is visible. In other posters

from the same period, she is strong enough to lift a wounded soldier from the trenches

without help. She represents both the neutrality of the USA and of the Red Cross. Hers is

not yet a patriotic duty, but a request for aid, but only so long as she is ‘free from domestic

ties and free to accept active service’ (Delano 1914, 127).

The first 138 ARC nurses were sent to the warfront from the USA aboard the SS

Red Cross (also called the ‘Mercy Ship’), which set sail on 12 September 1914
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(Dock et al. 1922). They were split into 10 units, each assigned across the war zone to

France, England, Germany, Austria, and Hungary. Quickly, the image of the working

middle-class white woman shifted from shameful to heroic in the public imaginary

(Nottingham 1947). Although the nurse was now in the public sphere and at the warfront,

she was, by her position as nurse, able to maintain a kind of purity through reenacting her

role as nurturer and care-giver (Jensen 2008). Meanwhile, women across the USA began to

invoke their tendencies to nurture for political ends through the development of a woman’s

peace movement.

Women and/in the war

On 29 August 1914, 1500 women wearing mourning clothes marched silently to the sound

of muffled drums down Fifth Avenue in New York City in anti-war protest. The march was

supported by women representing both conservative and liberal ideals – they were

suffragists, social workers, labor movementists, and feminist theorists (Alonso 1993).

Among them were a group of 250 African-American suffragist and peace activists and

another group of ‘Indian and Chinese women’ who marched in separate contingents (The

Evening World 1914). Lillian D. Wald, nurse, humanitarian, civil rights activist, and co-

founder of the American Union Against Militarism (with Jane Addams and Florence

Kelley), led the parade. Every facet of women’s movements were represented, yet the only

flag carried that day was a white banner with a dove and olive branch.

This march marked the beginning of the split of women’s peace movements from

men’s. Underlying the push for a separate women’s peace movement was the

understanding that women suffer differently under war conditions – through direct

violence against women’s bodies and through the loss of husbands, sons, and fathers

(Alonso 1993). The following January, under the leadership of Carrie Chapman Catt,

Figure 1. They need us over there 1000 graduate nurses a week for eight weeks: this is the call of
Surgeon General Gorgas (1914).
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preeminent leader of the suffragist movement, and Jane Addams, social worker and peace

activist, 3000 women representing dozens of organizations from across the USA met and

formed theWomen’s Peace Party (WPP) (Gwinn 2010). Core to the group’s ideology were

three sentiments, which posited that all women understand the importance of ‘preserving

human life; [ . . . ] providing each individual with the best possible quality of life; and [ . . . ]

resolving conflicts without severing relationships between individuals or nations’ (Schott

1985, 19). Indeed, they argued ‘as human beings and the mother half of humanity, we

demand that our right to be considered in the settlement of questions concerning not alone

the life of individuals but of nations be recognized and respected’ (Woman’s Peace Party

1915). Motherhood and the labors this entails were central to the WPP’s platform. But the

strong coalitional formation of the WPP soon fell on rocky ground.

The shift in US concerns over the war altered the response both in and toward the

woman’s peace movement. As German aggression began to creep into US popular

consciousness, particularly following the invasion of Belgium, the execution of Edith

Cavell, and the sinking of the Lusitania (in which 128 US citizens perished), an anti-

pacifism sentiment began to take root (Axelrod 2009; Kingsbury 2010). The women’s

movements began to splinter as various groups disagreed over what constituted

appropriate political action in the face of impending war. State branches of the WPP

diverged over whether relief work constituted support of the war (Kuhlman 1997). The

Congressional Union for Woman Suffrage split from the National Women Suffrage

Association (NAWSA) for being too radical and, in 1916, formed the Woman’s Party.

That same year, the Council of National Defense, with the sanction of the President,

organized the Women’s Committee, inviting Anna Howard Shaw, a long-time women’s

rights activist and president of NAWSA, to be its chairman (Blair 1920). Patti Rufner

Jacobs (founder of the Alabama Equal Suffrage Association) and Nellie Nugent

Sommerville (of both the Mississippi Women’s Temperance Movement and the founder

of Mississippi Suffrage Association) would soon join her as officers in the Women’s

Committee (Spruill 1993). These and other women were recruited from women’s

movements into the service of the war in the coming years.

The USA enters World War I

President Wilson won his second election to Presidency on a neutrality ticket in the face of

the European War. Four weeks after inauguration, he requested a declaration of war from

Congress. Recognizing the lagging US support, Wilson created the CPI by executive

order. The CPI came under the direction of George Creel who was charged with garnering

public support and censoring anti-war and other un-American propaganda such as

speeches and writings of anarchists, socialists, certain women’s movements, and

‘slackers’ – men who failed to report for their draft duty (Axelrod 2009; Funk 2011;

Keene 2009).

Creel was an ardent progressive reformer and women’s rights and suffrage campaigner

(Annunziata 1974; Axelrod 2009). He appointed Carrie Chapman Catt, another president

of NAWSA and co-founder of the WPP, as head of the CPI’s Division of Women’s War

Work (DWWW). Together, Creel and Chapman Catt were perfectly positioned to

mobilize women’s rights language in the service of the war. A newly articulated message

of appropriate feminine citizenship moved quickly across the country. Young college

women were admonished, ‘If the women of America fail to realize their duty at this time,

the American men who have been called upon to offer their lives for their country may

suffer accordingly’ (CPI 1918, 46). The activists’ so-called distaste for war and their
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attachment to their sons were deemed unpatriotic and potentially traitorous in the build up

toward and engagement of the USA in the war (Piep 2009; Zeiger 1996).

The Division of Women’s War Work of the CPI, alone, produced 1000 news stories

and features that were sent out to 19,471 newspapers and organization publications, 250

images of women engaged in ‘war work’, and two college brochures whose circulation

are unknown6 (Creel and CPI 1920, 76). Arguably, the most prolific arm of the CPI was

the Division of Pictorial Publicity (DPP). The DPP produced some 1438 graphic works

of art – posters that were plastered on street cars and in window displays, newspaper

inserts that could be hung at home, and buttons that could be worn on overcoats –

circulating 20 million printed items throughout the country in two years (Axelrod 2009;

James 2009).

A new propaganda developed that worked to create the image of the good (patriotic,

unselfish, caring) mother against the bad (anti-war, too emotionally bonded to sons, selfish

consumers) mother (Kingsbury 2010). The patriotic mother, Theodore Roosevelt

admonished, ‘raise[d] her boy to be a soldier’ (New York Times 1915, 1) and fulfilled her

role ‘perform[ing] any vital service that her nation needs,’ unlike the ‘shirking sisterhood

of pacifists’ (New York Times 1917, 8). Woman’s citizenship rested on her ability to

provide the country with soldiers and to nurture them when wounded. As Laura Duhan

Kaplan (1994) explains it, the caretaker may oppose war, but the need to care for the

warrior supersedes the moral compunction against war. Thus, there was an internalization

of the appropriate role as woman and/or mother – a turn toward a patriotism that bespeaks

‘natural’ tendencies. Among the materials produced by the DPP were ARC posters.

ARC posters during US involvement

Upon US entry into the war, Wilson placed the ARC under control of theWar Council, and

the ARC pulled completely out of the Central Power countries, no longer invoking its

neutrality as understood through the Geneva Convention (American National Red Cross

1917; Irwin 2013; Jones 2010). The Surgeon General initiated an enrollment campaign,

and by May 1918, it was estimated that another 40,000 nurses were needed, beyond the

9000 volunteers already engaged with the Army and Navy (The American Journal of

Nursing 1918). Struggling under the enormity of the need, the call for enrollment was now

couched in terms of ‘patriotic duty’ of young women (Goldwater 1918).

But apparently, ‘patriotic duty’ only of young white women. At the outset of the war,

1000 African-American nurses registered for the Red Cross nurses reserve, only to be

rejected based on their race (Brown 2006). Claiming an inability to secure ‘proper’

(segregated) housing for African-American nurses, the Red Cross Nursing Service, with

the Surgeon General’s urging, decided against their enrollment. If middle-class white

women were only just being recognized for the service they might do for their country, the

African-American nurse was not. Although highly educated (with three years of graduate

nursing school), she would be denied the chance to serve with the military during the war

(Davis 1999, Jones 2010). This exclusion was pronounced in the portrayal of white nurses

in posters.

It was during the shift away from neutrality and into direct engagement in war that the

DPP took over ARC poster production, and a more feminized nurse was employed to

garner attention and money. Calls for subscription were an insistence that the Red Cross

was ‘America’s Answer to Humanity’s Challenge’ (Figure 2). Although this poster is not a

recruitment poster for nurses, the use of a feminized nurse signaled the beginning of the

changing tide of the campaign. Her blonde hair curls out from under her cap, her neck is
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exposed as the neckline of her foreign service dress plunges just a little lower than the real

uniform’s. Her cheeks are flushed with excitement and maybe pride as she beckons to the

viewer.7 Her youthful beauty will, as Kingsbury (2010, 104) points out, ‘no doubt

Figure 2. Hayden, H. Join [Red Cross symbol] – America’s answer to humanity’s challenge (1917).
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encourage [the soldier] to get well sooner so that he . . . can once again be off to the front’.

Slender, elegant, and newly rouged and lipsticked, another nurse poster urges ‘all you need

is a heart and a dollar.’ The nurse peers innocently over her shoulder. The supposed

femininity and nurturing temperament of young, white American women were being

reinforced through the posters that honored the commitment and enthusiasm of nurses and

those that helped them, and their patriotic duty was positioned in alignment with the duty

of young men, drawing on the home front to do their part.

1917 also saw the invocation of the nurse as a mother-figure. The reference to the

mother was not simply insinuated, but in one poster, was firmly grounded in the words,

‘Our Greatest Mother, Join!’ – a slogan produced by the CPI’s Division of Advertising

that was used by the Red Cross beyond the war (Creel and CPI 1920). The nurse’s status as

mother-figure is doubly reinforced as she sits with her arm around a young girl. Her free

hand reaches out, beseeching the public to join the Red Cross. In the background, four men

ride horses, trailing fire and destruction in their wake – they are the four horsemen of the

apocalypse.8

This sudden shift – the inclusion of a religious motif, the more feminized nurse, the

invocation of ‘mother’, references to ‘humanity’ – can be traced to the goals of the CPI.

In the National Service Handbook, Creel (1917, 46) asserts: ‘America, by and large, is a

religious country, and churches and synagogues and religious organizations of every kind

are centers of inspiration and information.’ The dependence on religion as a unifying

source of patriotism would run as an undercurrent in many of the advertisements of the

CPI. Indeed, Jonathan H. Ebel (2010) has argued that religion was central to the US war

experience. In April and May 1918, Pershing’s Crusaders, a DPP film, was shown across

the country (Brewer 2009). In the movie posters, US troops are shadowed by knights of the

Crusades who carry white shields with red crosses, reminiscent of the European ancestry

of the new ‘100% American’ crusader – the white male saviors against the dark and

ominous Hun. In October 1918, the CPI also ran full-page Liberty Bond ads in magazines

as varied as The Independent, The Assembly Herald, and Everybody’s Magazine,

declaring, ‘It is a Crusade, not merely to re-win the Tomb of Christ, but to bring back to

earth the rule of right, the peace, good will to men and gentleness He taught.’ The vision of

the crusader reiterates the masculinist militarism within a frame of righteousness, but also

within a white, heteronormative, Christian (‘100% American’) frame.

In 1917, a uniform depiction of the German villain emerged: dark and bestial, even

demonic. The ‘Hun’ rises ominously from the darkness beyond the horizon, reaching out,

often ape-like in appearance, clutching (always white) women, striding across fields

strewn with bodies as churches blaze in the background. The CPI showed the enemy’s

anti-humanism and anti-humanitarianism exposing Germany’s refusal to uphold the

Geneva Convention. In contrast, the religious mother-figure, the nurse in her clean (always

white) uniform, stands forward of scenes of destruction – her back turned, unfazed,

undeterred from her work as carer.

As the war escalated, the image of the mother grew to nearly religious fervor – her

form taking a similar posture as the Virgin Mary in deliberate reference to the Pieta

(Figure 3). The caption reads, ‘The Greatest Mother in the World.’ In this intentional

reference of the nurse as mother, the ‘good’ mother is reminded of the sacrifice by Mary of

her son Jesus for the benefit of all humankind, and the sacrifice of the son is raised to pious

crescendo, and her ability to comfort and heal the wounded is deified. She rises above the

bloody politics of war and the masculinity of death for the nation – she is the epitome of

the ‘hetero- feminine gendered complement’ to the crusading soldier (Eisenstein 2007, 2).

She is the Beautiful Soul (Elshtain 1987).
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In the last year of the war, another shift took place in the look of the nurses on the

ARC posters. The nurses now usher, comfort, and guide – gently coaxing the women,

children, and even the wounded soldier toward safety. The Red Cross nurse is ‘The

Comforter’ (Figure 4), a reference which, whether intentional or not, might be

interpreted as Jesus, Mary, or even the Holy Ghost across Judeo-Christian religions.9 Her

make-up is gone, the blonde hair and quaint cap have been replaced with brown hair

tucked away under a flowing head covering. As the war wound down, the strong

references to Christianity and Mary gave way to a more tempered look of the nanny. The

nurse in a late 1919 recruitment poster ushers the victims of the war and asks what you

are doing to help. She holds a soldier’s hand in sisterly love. Gone are the burning

buildings and smoldering battlefields. The urgency of the sacrifice of the individual

woman has given way to the calm of the return of all people whose lives have been

disrupted by the war, and a return to her role in the home. Although the war is over, the

work of women is not. Her natural tendency to ‘keep the home fires burning,’ to nurse, to

care, to be the peace-maker is paramount to reconstruction – of the country, of the home,

Figure 3. Foringer, A.E. The Greatest Mother in the world! (1917).
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and of the spirit. As David Boxwell (1993, 85) explains, ‘motherhood has always been

seen in patriarchy as a “test” for women’s willingness to suffer nobly, stoically, and

uncomplainingly as their sons, husbands, and lovers slaughter each other on the fields of

battle, and to assist actively in that slaughter’. As the slaughter comes to a close, her

work continues, back in the home.

Figure 4. Grant, G. The Comforter (1918).
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Conclusion

While women sought to mobilize what were viewed as their innately nurturing traits

toward a political subjectivity, the US entry into the war raised new questions of what it

meant to be a patriotic woman. Just as the women’s peace and suffragist movements

sought to engage in the political arena by invoking their capacity to care for the sanctity of

life, women, as a whole, were re-relegated to the private spaces of care and caring, both at

home and at the warfront – and African-American nurses were denied political

mobilization altogether. Nowhere is the deeply racialized and gendered social

construction of patriotism more evident than in the figure of the white nurse in ARC

posters. She represents nationalist aspects of ‘woman-ness’ and patriot – kind, caring,

deferential, in services to the country, as well as white, virginal, and patriotic.

As we have seen, ARC nurse posters offer just one representation of the complex

collusion of ideologies of patriotism, gender, race, and religion in the powerful push to sell

the war to the public. The national call to arms was dependent upon the construction not

only of the warfront warrior, but also of the home front carer, as they were juxtaposed

against the barbaric, uncivilized, and notably foreign enemy. Early posters depict strong

and matronly nurses. The nurse is a proud, detached, and secular presence. But as the USA

entered the war, her figure grows more shapely, her lips more red, and her insistence to

‘help’ more earnest and plaintive, and in some instances, even virginal and religious.

These posters represent an early deliberate mobilization of the figure of the white,

sacrificing mother-cum-Virgin Mary as an appeal to a particular mode of religious and

patriotic sensibility in the USA. This medium worked not only to discipline the nurses in

gendered norms of femininity, but worked, also, to situate that femininity against the

masculinity of war and its warriors. Their roles within the war effort become more

naturalized as the war progressed, drawing these discourses beyond the gendered spaces of

the home, even as they sought to glorify home-roles – couching the presumed gender

binary into the national frame of patriotism.
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Notes

1. An estimated 10 million women were already in the workforce before the US entry into the War
(Blair 1990).

2. There are a number of posters that do not depict nurses, but I am specifically interested in the
changing figure of the female nurse.

3. It may also bear acknowledging that artists brought to the posters their own personal
interpretations of what makes the ARC nurse. I have not addressed the process by which the
subjects were chosen or crafted, as I imagine that is an article in and of itself.

4. The original photo used as a model for this poster was featured in an article highlighting the
‘Service Uniforms of Red Cross Workers’ in a 1918 photo spread.

5. The Nightingale Pledge is the nurse’s equivalent of the Hippocratic Oath for doctors. It is still
recited at some pinning ceremonies, today.

12 P.J. Lopez780



6. The number is unknown as these brochures were printed and distributed locally.
7. Compare this to the foreign service nurses uniform in the Red Cross Magazine issue from 1918.
8. See Revelations 6:1-8 for the striking description.
9. For reference of Jesus and the Holy Spirit in the Bible as ‘the comforter,’ see John, Chapters

14–16; in Catholicism the Virgin Mary is known as ‘the Comforter of the Afflicted.’
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ABSTRACT TRANSLATIONS

Los afiches de la Cruz Roja estadounidense y la polı́tica cultural de la maternidad en

la Primera Guerra Mundial

Lxs investigadorxs han sostenido por mucho tiempo que la Primera Guerra Mundial tuvo

un fuerte impacto sobre la participación de las mujeres en la esfera pública a medida que

surgı́an las cuestiones sobre su adecuada participación. Los afiches fueron una importante

herramienta para comunicar nociones de ciudadanı́a y patriotismo femeninos durante la

participación de los EE.UU. en la guerra. En este artı́culo exploro la influencia de la

participación de los EE.UU. en la Primera Guerra Mundial sobre las construcciones

sociales de la feminidad y la ciudadanı́a blancas a través de su representación en los

afiches de la Cruz Roja estadounidense producidos entre 1914 y 1919. Estos afiches

ofrecen una documentación visual clara del cambio cultural en la representación de las

responsabilidades de las mujeres blancas – particularmente las enfermeras – durante la

guerra, y la insistencia sobre éstas. Sostengo que los sentimientos y el lenguaje de los

movimientos de mujeres recientemente divididos fueron cooptados al servicio de la guerra

y alentados aún más con sentimientos religiosos. Los afiches de la Cruz Roja

estadounidense llamaban a las mujeres a ejercer su presuntamente innata tendencia al

cuidado, y por extensión, su ciudadanı́a femenina, tanto en el frente doméstico como en el

de la guerra. De esta manera, el trabajo de la esfera privada es llevado al servicio de la

guerra pero sin admitir a las mujeres completamente en la esfera pública.

Palabras claves: género; Primera Guerra Mundial; enfermeras; afiches de la Cruz Roja

estadounidense; patriotismo; ciudadanı́a

第 一 次世界大战期间，美国红十字会的海报与母职的文化政治

学者们长久以来认为，第 一 世界大战中，随着女性在战争期间的适当参与之问题

的兴起，对女性的公共领域参与，产生显着的影响。在美国参战期间，海报是沟

通女性公民权与爱国主义概念的重要工具。我在本文中，透过美国红十字会在

1914年至1919年间所生产的海报中对女性的描绘，探讨美国在 一 战中的参与，对

白人女性特质及公民权的社会建构之影响。这些海报，对于描绘和强调白人女性

——特别是护士——在战争期间的责任之文化变迁，提供了特殊的视觉纪录。我

主张，新分裂出的女性运动中的情绪及语言，被吸纳进对战争的服务中，并进 一

步受到宗教信仰的情绪所助长。美国红十字会的海报，召唤女性扮演其所预设的

与生俱来的养育倾向，并扩张至她们同时在家中与在战争前线的女性公民权。私

人层面的劳动，以此被纳入战争服务中，但却未能全面认可女性参与公共场域。

关键词：性别；第 一 次世界大战；护士；美国红十字会海报；爱国主义；公民身

份
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