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Homespun manhood and the war against masculinity: community leisure
on the US home front, 1917–19

Elizabeth A. Gagen*

Department of Geography, University of Hull, UK

Between the Civil War and World War I, America saw a return to militarised, heroic, warrior
forms of masculinity. When the United States entered the war in 1917, however, the demands
for belligerent forms of military manhood subsided, and were replaced by a desire to reattach
manhood to the domestic realm. In this article, I examine a set of government programmes
designed to manage soldiers’ leisure time while they were stationed in training camps across
the US. I argue that these home front activities betray an anxiety about sending American
soldiers to fight in an overseas war for the first time in national history. The US was a young
nation state fighting its first international war against other equally statist nations. In this
context, it was no longer strategically useful for military manhood to be severed from the idea
of home. Rather, as soldiers would be fighting for long periods in an alien territory, it behoved
the military and government to temper traditional configurations of warrior manhood, and
focus instead on exposing soldiers to as much home and family as they could safely arrange.

Keywords: masculinity; war; leisure; World War I; United States

Introduction

On the cusp of the Spanish–American war of 1898, the first major conflict to involve the American

military since the Civil War, a journalist commented: ‘a nation needs a war from time to time to

prevent it from becoming effeminate, to shake it up from demoralizing materialism, and to elevate

the popular heart by awakening heroic emotions and the spirit of self-sacrifice’ (Carl Schurz, writing

in Harper’s Weekly 1898, quoted in Kimmel 1996). According to commentators such as this, the war

was a welcome opportunity for American men to relearn what it meant to be masculine. In the

decades leading up to the turn of the twentieth century, there was widespread anxiety about the

failing state of white American manhood (Adams 1990; Bederman 1995; Kimmel 1996; Mangan

and Walvin 1987; Rotundo 1993). The closing of the western frontier was popularly believed to have

removed the medium through which a peculiarly American primitive masculinity was shaped.

The increasing presence of women in the public sphere, particularly in education, threatened to

feminise environments in which young boys became men (Brown 1990; Douglas 1977). Likewise,

the shift from small independent businesses and farms to mass labour in factories resulted in the loss

of autonomy. Answering to a manager or a boss on a production line was seen to erode individualism

and create milksops out of men. That, combined with a largely indoor, sedentary and increasingly

cerebral metropolitan existence, was seen to be emasculating the nation.

The coming of war in 1898 brought some hope that a martial adventure might galvanise

masculinity and offer a vehicle by which men could be reinvigorated. Indeed, Kristin Hoganson
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(1998) argues that the desire to strengthen American manhood was a primary force behind

the Spanish–American and Philippine–American wars. She states: ‘Because American men

commonly associated the civic virtue necessary for democracy with the manly character

exemplified by soldiers, the dwindling tally of Civil War veterans led a wide range of men to

fear that unless the nation forged a new generation of soldier-heroes through war, US politics

would be marked by divisiveness, corruption and weakness’ (Hoganson 1998, 10). The growing

consensus in American cultural politics that men were weakened by peace, empowered belligerent

politicians in their quest for war. While economic and annexationist motivations clearly played

their part, Hoganson argues convincingly that the disquiet surrounding masculinity contributed

inestimably to the pro-war lobby.

The notion that masculinities are as varied and shifting as femininities is now widely

accepted in gender studies. Equally, geographical analyses have produced an increasingly

nuanced account of the socio-spatial gender politics of masculinity (see Longhurst 2000, and

Berg and Longhurst 2003, for summaries). Among other things, this confirms feminists’

long-standing claim that gender is contextual. Historical studies, in particular, have

demonstrated, through detailed explorations, that gender exists in permanent crisis, always

riven with contradictions and always in the process of being remade (Bederman 1995). As the

opening discussion suggests, the social circumstances of war and peace have, historically, had a

marked effect on the cultural politics of gender. War has provoked a consistent pattern of

gendering whereby men are required to participate as combatants and are therefore expected to

assume a warrior identity, and women become non-violent participants offering comfort and

succour (Dowler 1998, 2002b; Elshtain 1987; Enloe 1987; Goldstein 2001). With the coming of

nation states in the nineteenth century, the idea of fighting for a cause, a figurehead or a territory

were rolled into one symbolic unit in the form of the nation. Warrior manhood, now militarised

as part of a national army, served an even more important role, while women were drawn into the

nation as reproducers, symbolic signifiers, and active transmitters of nationhood and national

culture (Mayer 2001; McClintock 1993; Sharp 1996; Yuval-Davis 1997).

While there is significant evidence to support the gendering of war in this way – women as

carers, icons and muses to men’s heroic warrior – I argue here that this narrative hides various

and important inconsistencies. Deviations from this norm tend to focus on female combatants

who defy or remake their role as carers, wives and mothers (Allen 2001; D’Amico 1998;

Feinman 1998; Klein 1998; Yuval-Davis 1997). In this article, I argue that the warrior narrative

which dominates many wartime constructions of masculinity is equally questionable; it exists

not as a fixed, transhistorical identity, but one which is strategically called upon to support

geopolitical, cultural and socio-economic needs. In most conflicts, it serves the needs of the

military and the government to preserve or resurrect heroic, warrior narratives about soldiers.

In many instances, however, this hides a more ambivalent gender politics, one where soldiers are

not simply celebrated for their heroism and might, but where alternative masculinities become

strategically, if temporarily, necessary. Leyshon and Brace (2007) usefully demonstrate how the

figure of the British World War II soldier is not universally presented in his conventional heroic

form but appears in different contexts to exhibit signs of uncertainty and frailty. This confirms

Connell’s (1987, 1995, 2000) claim that different and competing forms of masculinity are

always in operation as he urges us to be suspicious of hegemonic masculinities in all their

shifting forms. In this article, I turn to World War I to explore how military masculinity on the

American home front refashioned the figure of the soldier in response to the contextual needs of

war. Here, the conventional figure of the warrior combatant was at odds with the community

needs of the home front and the domestic politics of the newly territorialised nation state.

The government and military invested significant resources in ensuring that soldiers’

masculinity was not brutalised, but instead encouraged protracted contact with home and family.
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Before developing this argument further, I begin by discussing the cultural conditions prior

to World War I, when the United States saw a growing desire for more manly men combined

with an aggressive campaign to militarise manhood. I go on to explore why this failed to

translate into the emblematic wartime gender identities typical of many periods of conflict.

The ascent of heroic masculinity

Matthew Hannah (2000) locates the late nineteenth-century crisis of masculinity in the loss of

control men were experiencing across their new conditions of existence: the authority of white,

middle-class men was being threatened by the increasing presence of women in the public

sphere, the increasing numerical presence of immigrant men in the urban workforce, class

antagonisms in labour disputes, and the emancipation of the southern black population. The shift

from the frontier to a metropolitan existence removed the traditional context through which

American manliness was learned. Hannah (2000) suggests that this too can be interpreted as a

further loss of control as men were confronted with the realisation that material resources they

previously took for granted were now subject to limits. Economic competition in new urban

centres and competition for limited resources in America’s interior created a new and anxious

context for cultivating masculinity. Commentators debated the implications of industrial and

economic progress. While on the one hand it offered unmatched opportunities for economic

success, it also destabilised traditional gender, class and racial hierarchies and appeared to be

placing undue pressure on the heart and soul of American manhood.

The loss of control experienced by middle-class men in the workplace, in identity politics

and in bodily vigour was expressed most clearly in the discourse surrounding neurasthenia.

Outlined by the medic George Beard in his book American Nervousness (1881), neurasthenia

was a disease of the nervous system that was widely believed to be afflicting the nation’s better

bred men. Neurasthenia at once made knowable and rationalised the threat facing middle-class

manhood by offering a medical explanation for why men appeared to be weakened by

modern civilisation as well as a set of strategies to rebuild and protect masculinity. As Lutz

(1991) explains, neurasthenia was a disease of high civilisation. Afflicting primarily white,

urban, elite men, it occurred when the body’s finite nerve force was overtaxed. According to

Beard’s schema, in a well-balanced bodily economy, a person should expend and reinvest

nervous energy in equal measure. Most crucially, a person must balance physical and mental

expenditure. Too much mental activity would inevitably exhaust precious nerve force, which

could only be recouped by mental rest and physical activity. For middle-class men, the

consequence of metropolitan living was a profound imbalance. On the frontier, robust physical

activity had kept the body in balance; in the city, however, the vital nerve force was under attack

and manhood was being systematically weakened by cerebral misadventure. In response to

the loss of control eroding men’s authority, the ‘discovery’ and popularisation of neurasthenia

promised men the opportunity of regaining some of that control. If men kept their bodily

economy in balance by maintaining their physical vitality, allowing the controlled release of

anger, and checking their cerebral selves, they could survive, and indeed, excel, in modern

civilisation.

A variety of popular developments in late nineteenth-century American cultural politics can

be explained by recourse to the bodily economy of neurasthenia as described by Lutz (1993).

The compelling need for men to replenish their bodies with nerve force through physical activity

and the controlled release of aggression explains a spectrum of enterprises. If done correctly,

such endeavours promised to equip men with a ready stock of energy which would leave them

ready for any eventuality – in the boardroom, on the battle field, on the street or at home.
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If cities were weakening manhood, then the revival of hunting and various back to nature

cults heralded the demise of mild-mannered Victorian manhood and the restoration

of wild places as the true home of American men. The renaissance of hunting mollified the

anxiety provoked by Turner’s 1893 frontier thesis, which attached American masculine

identity to the rugged, but disappearing, wilderness. Proponents of red-blooded masculinity

like Theodore Roosevelt championed the return to big game hunting, arguing that it kept

the frontier spirit of rugged individualism alive (Lutz 1991). Metropolitan family men,

celebrated earlier in the century for their work ethic, clean living and stoic authority, were now

being denigrated compared to the mythic wild frontiersman. In 1888, General Horace Porter

compared two men:

Let one remain in a quiet city, playing the milksop . . . leading an unambitious namby-pamby life
. . . While the other goes out on the frontier, runs his chance in encounters with wild animals . . . [He
will] become the superior of the lad who has remained at home. (Horace Porter, Century Illustrated
Monthly Magazine 1888, quoted in Adams 1990, p. 25)

Across America, urban men returned to an increasingly protected wilderness in the hope that

rehearsing primitive blood sports might revive in them their primal instincts. But this was not a

profligate expression of primitivism; rather it was seen by many to be a necessary method for

reinvesting the male body with vital nerve force.

Those less able or interested in the great outdoors took, instead, to team sports and athletic

exercise. This era saw the emergence of the gymnasium, the rise of city baseball teams, college

football, and the proliferation of cycling, tennis, weightlifting, basketball and golfing (Berryman

and Park 1992; Guttman 1988; Putney 2001; Rader 2004; Reiss 1980; Spivey 1985). A national

health craze overcame America, proffering hope that a manly physique would generate

hardiness and virility and transform the puny into the muscular. It was boxing, however, that

offered the most explicit expression of the desire to rid masculinity of its bookish, urbane

effeteness. Particularly among working-class men, boxing became a popular route to manhood,

celebrating ferocity and aggression in a subculture of bare-knuckle prize fighting (Gorn 1986).

Combining a deftness which evoked the obsolete artisan’s skill with a primal violence, boxing

at once compensated for the emasculating factory, and rejuvenated the flagging male body

(Kimmel 1996). For young boys in particular, boxing provided a perfect inoculation against

the ‘sissification’ of female dominated school environments (Stearns 1987; Bederman 1995).

Duelling too, previously the preserve of the aristocratic classes, was revived during this era to

become a more widespread practice, particularly in the American South. The desire to rekindle

notions of heroism and chivalry in a society where urban capital interests threatened to deflate

physical vigour saw the duel return to all manner of formal and informal settings. As Leo Braudy

(2003, 353) argues, ‘Whether parodied or embraced, the display of masculine violence idealized

in the duel aimed to revive a pugnatores heritage, restoring warrior masculinity as a national

ideal’. In all these outlets, however, the expression of violence could not go unchecked.

In Beard’s neurasthenic economy, the American male body had suffered a denigration at the

hands of metropolitan modernity. Yet in correcting this imbalance it was important not to swing

too far in the other direction. The physicality of duelling, boxing, and sports offered a necessary

counterbalance to urban middle-class living, but these had to be undertaken as part of a balanced

lifestyle.

Part of this backlash against feminised environments and the perceived feminisation of cities

involved a withdrawal from the domestic sphere. Earlier in the century, domesticity had been

central to masculinity. Successful men were expected to be devoted to hearth and family; they

were to protect and provide for it (Tosh 1999). Towards the end of the century, however, female

companionship and the security of a comfortable home were no longer seen as a barometer
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of successful manliness. On the contrary, the home was thought to enfeeble men, and it was male

companionship that emerged as an antidote to domesticity. In particular, the growth of secret

fraternal orders like the Freemasons, the Order of Red Men, and the Grand Army of the Republic

saw their membership expand significantly in the latter decades of the nineteenth century

(Carnes 1991). Fraternal orders satisfied the growing desire for homosocial contexts that could

counteract domestic influences. Ritual and rites offered men the opportunity to dramatically

rehearse various characterisations of masculinity in the form of primitive hunter, warrior soldier,

as well as filial and paternal roles, all of which worked to weaken the ties between men and the

home sphere and evoke a more adventurous and aggressive manhood.

In the public domain, too, men turned in droves to adventure fiction which centred on a

heroic figure in the form of fighters, hunters, frontiersmen and, in particular, soldiers. The rise of

masculinist literature, primitivist literature and boys’ fiction shared a common desire to provide

an imaginative domain in which to reassert masculine fantasies (Kimmel, 1996; Phillips 1997).

Mythic figures like General Custer, plucky sports heroes who won against all odds, as well as

figures like Tarzan were used to explore the tension between the inherent animality of men and

the civilising influence of women. Like the homosocial conditions manufactured in fraternal

societies and the violence inherent in the revival of bare knuckle boxing and duelling, adventure

fiction and primitivist literature conjured up the ideal of a combative masculinity which

coalesced around the ultimate mythic figure of the soldier hero.

As many commentators acknowledge, the anxiety surrounding masculinity at this time did

not revolve solely around gender, but intersected indivisibly with national identity and race.

At stake was not only the position of men versus women, but the role of white American men

as the founders and future citizens of the nation. Rugged individualism, physical strength and

animality were not mourned simply for their own sake, but because they were seen as central to a

peculiarly American masculinity. The figure most readily combining the desirable attributes of

masculinity with the image of a robust nation was the soldier hero. As Graham Dawson (1994, 1)

suggests: ‘The soldier hero has proved to be one of the most durable and powerful forms of

idealized masculinity within Western cultural traditions since the time of the Ancient Greeks.

Military virtues such as aggression, strength, courage and endurance have repeatedly been

defined as the natural and inherent qualities of manhood, whose apogee is attainable only

in battle’.

This latter point formed the centre of turn-of-the-century demands for more contexts in

which men could learn manhood. While blood sports and boxing could go some way towards

providing a satisfactory venue for cultivating masculinity, there was something peculiar to

war that was uniquely desirable. When all around them masculinity seemed to be failing, war

appeared as the last frontier of manliness: a crucible in which masculinity could be reborn.

The kind of man born out of military service was not simply a more aggressive heroic individual,

he was also a unique blend of masculinity and nationhood. Since the new republics of the late

eighteenth century, old forms of monarchical and religious authority had been replaced by the

principle of universal male citizenship; and with it the idea of general conscription (Dudink,

Hagemann and Tosh 2004). The new soldier-citizen, awarded liberties and freedoms, was now

endowed with the responsibility of sacrificing himself for the nation. Over the course of the

nineteenth century, military masculinity became more entrenched in myths of heroism and

sacrifice as citizenship was masculinised and masculinity was militarised.

Consequently, during peacetime there was increasing anxiety about the imminent collapse of

the nation as fears grew that with the weakening of masculinity and concern about neurasthenia

there would be a corresponding decay of citizenship, duty and national allegiance. Philosophers,

reformers and politicians lamented the fact that without war, virility, hardihood, vigour and

heroism might ebb away. Much to the consternation of America’s belligerents, however, the
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Spanish–American war and America’s new imperial interests had failed to deliver the masculine

salvation for which many had hoped. In the first decade of the twentieth century, public debate

continued between the war-hungry militarists, represented by the likes of Theodore Roosevelt,

who saw in war the possibility of national renewal, and an anti-war lobby peopled by pacifists

and feminists who argued against military aggression (Early 1997). People like philosopher

William James argued in favour of national service as a peacetime means of fostering military

masculinity (see James 1911).

Much has been written about the period between the Civil War and World War I

documenting the crisis of masculinity and the neurasthenic economy which justified the various

attempts to compel men towards physical vigour, manly companionship and various proxies for

war. In this article, I question what happened to this yearning for aggression when a protracted

opportunity to indulge warrior masculinity emerged in the form of World War I. After decades

of panic mongering about the loss of manly environments and the damaging effects of the home,

did the coming of war not offer the perfect occasion to celebrate virility, barbarism and the

animal within? Violence and aggression had served as an alternative to the frontier and an

antidote to the home in fiction, in ritual and in sport for decades. What, then, happened to this

desire in the context of an actual war? Clearly, unchecked primal violence threatened to drain the

nerve force of men equally as much as urban stasis. If men learned anything from George Beard

it was that aggressive expression had to be balanced judiciously against the forces of civilisation.

What we see when America entered World War I, then, was not a singular celebration of warrior

masculinity, but rather a desire for a more balanced soldier who needed home comforts as much

as rifle training. In the remainder of this article, I turn to the home front activities of World War I

America to examine how military manhood was renegotiated to accommodate the needs of war

and reincorporate a domestic sensibility. I argue that this was not simply due to concern about

balancing nerve force, but, more crucially, was also motivated by the geopolitical needs of war.

World War I and the anxiety of the world stage

Historians now recognise that America’s entry into World War I represents a watershed in

geopolitical history (Coffman 1986; Kennedy 2004; Mead 2000). Prior to 1917, diplomatic

practice had been isolationist. America viewed itself as an independent power, voluntarily

and necessarily. It had only created the rank of ambassador to foreign nations in 1893, well behind

most European nations, and few world powers bothered establishing full embassies in Washington

DC, instead opting for smaller scale legations (Kennedy 2004). With economic expansion and

territorial consolidation, however, this began to change. After the Spanish–American War,

America’s political vision broadened, but the real turning point was US involvement in

World War I. For Jean Elshtain (1987), the USA did not become an actualised nation state until

World War I. Specifically, she argues that the nature of the development of nation states in

nineteenth-century Europe meant that states did not come to life, did not believe in their unity,

until they had been united against others in warfare. These were the circumstances in which

America entered World War I: a fledgling nation determined to demonstrate its armed civic virtue

to the world. Neil Smith echoes this when he argues that US involvement in World War I marks the

beginning of international ambition. For Smith (2003), this was the first explicit expression of

America’s global reach, and marks the beginning of a shift from nineteenth-century geopolitical

expansionism to twentieth-century geo-economic globalism. This was, in part, a consequence of

the fulfilment of national ambition in the nineteenth century. Along with European nations,

America had become a mature nation state, economically, politically and in terms of territorial

cohesion. For Smith, ‘[t]he corollary of national cohesion was international identity. This is

precisely the dialectic of national boundary construction: successful national enclosure provokes
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international ambition’ (Smith 2003, 114). America’s entry onto the world stage, then, marked the

first iteration of genuine statist nationalism, and thereby internationalism.

It was also a watershed in terms of the justifications for war. While political motivations are a

notoriously tricky subject to navigate historically, it is nevertheless acknowledged that America’s

involvement in World War I represents a departure in domestic politics in that it was essentially

driven by ‘values’. According to Mead (2000, x), ‘America went to war in 1917 because its president

believed that it was morally the right thing to do’. It was not an easy argument to make to the

American public, however. When war broke out in Europe in 1914, Woodrow Wilson’s initial

position was neutral. Over the two and half years between then and America’s entrance into the

war in 1917, Wilson embarked on a public campaign to unite the nation in favour of war. Given

America’s isolationist past, however, this was a hard-won campaign, and one that involved

reimagining America’s position on the global stage. As David Kennedy (2004, 375) argues,

‘the decision to intervene in what was popularly called the “European War” . . . not only violated

venerable principles of American diplomacy; those policies also obliged Americans as never before

to reflect on their nation’s essential characteristics’. Separation from the Old World had been central

to America’s self-image for the previous century. Such involvement in a foreign war, therefore,

necessarily provoked some degree of anxious self-examination. As a newly united national entity,

America had to shatter individual identities. Allegiances had to be scaled up from home, family and

community, to the nation, in preparation for a war against other similarly united entities.

I want to focus here on the anxiety this provoked and the implications it had for constructions

of the newly nationalised soldier-citizen. I argue that internationalising the American military, in

particular dispatching hundreds of thousands of American troops overseas, provoked deep

concern among politicians, reformers, and military leaders, not simply about America’s position

in the world but about the nature of American masculinity. During peacetime, the desire for

military proxies to rebuild a more robust manhood and counteract the feminising effect of

domestic life was both desirable and unthreatening. In the context of a world war, when

American soldiers would be sent en masse for extended periods of time to alien places for the

first time in national history, the severing of masculinity from the idea of home was no longer

useful. What we see in the military training camps of World War I was a concerted effort to

reattach masculinity, in particular the ideal of the soldier hero, back to the domestic. With

soldiers so far from home, in terms of both territory and family, the domestic setting was recast

as a central resource for bolstering military manhood. The desire for violent and aggressive

forms of manhood – however balanced – present in the decades running up to the war was

quickly substituted by family values and a re-energised celebration of home and hearth.

World War I and the US home front

President Woodrow Wilson asked Congress to declare war on Germany on 2 April 1917. Prior to

1917, there had been a fierce debate about the need for universal military training, with those like

Theodore Roosevelt and the then Secretary of War, Lindley Garrison, arguing that the nation

needed a more effective and prepared military force, while Wilson and a small bipartisan

following resisted the idea, believing that compulsory service undermined freedom and

volunteerism. With the declaration of war, however, Wilson hurriedly ushered through the

Selective Service System, which established a universal draft for all young male citizens without

dependants. On 5 June 1917, ten million men presented themselves to local draft boards, and

signed up for war (Kennedy 2004).

Despite the war of 1898, America’s army had been severely depleted since the Civil War,

and the infrastructure necessary for entry into World War I had to be rapidly amassed. Among

other things, they created a series of military camps across the continent to provide training
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facilities for the millions of new recruits. Sixteen new National Guard Camps and 16 new

National Army Cantonments created a chain of outposts in unlikely places.

The presence of vast numbers of military personnel in concentrated clusters was not without

controversy. During both the War of Independence and the Civil War, military encampments

were commonly rife with prostitution, drinking, violence, desertion, theft, profanity and a litany

of other vices. During the Civil War, nearly 20% of soldiers were infected with venereal

disease, and although detection rates were poor, occurrences of the disease increased during the

Spanish–American and Philippine–American wars (Brandt 1987). By the time war returned

in 1917, however, Progressive America was far less willing to accept the notion of sexually

profligate soldiers, even if such habits had traditionally accompanied the warrior identity.

Therefore, when 10,000 US soldiers assembled on the US–Mexican border in March 1916 in

response to raids led by the Mexican revolutionary Francisco ‘Pancho’ Villa, both government

and social reformers were unwilling to tolerate moral laxity (Brandt 1987). After reports of

widespread vice surrounding the military camps on the Mexican border, the Secretary of War,

Newton Baker, commissioned an investigation led by the conservative reformer Raymond

Fosdick. The resulting survey found that conditions had changed very little since the Civil War.

Venereal disease was rife, prostitution commonplace, alcohol and gambling readily available,

and discipline seemingly absent.

As US entry into the war in Europe became more likely, social reformers and concerned

citizens urged the government to do something to prevent the degeneration of communities

surrounding military training camps. In response, just 11 days after the US declared war, the

Secretary of War created the Commission on Training Camp Activities (CTCA), a federal

agency responsible for monitoring soldiers’ leisure and facilitating alternative, more socially

desirable activities. Its role was two-fold:

To keep the camps and the surrounding neighbourhoods clean and free from vicious influences
which would render the soldier mentally and physically unfit for military service; and to supply so far
as could be done social and recreational facilities to replace in his new environment the normal
conditions of life he enjoyed at home.1

In keeping with this agenda, the Commission pursued a negative attack on communities to

eradicate bad influences, and a positive programme of replacing those vices with more wholesome

leisure options.2 Rather than training and employing their own staff, the Commission mobilised

America’s philanthropic recreation agencies to implement the programme. They divided the work

into two main strands: leisure work inside camps, and community leisure in the towns surrounding

military camps.

Inside camps, organisations like the Young Men’s Christian Association (YMCA), and the

Knights of Columbus organised competitive team sports, athletics, so-called ‘quickening’ games

and exercises, military callisthenics, boxing and hand-to-hand fighting, encouraged for sport rather

than drill. Here, recreation agencies were put to work, distracting troops from the rigours of training

and occupying them in healthful activities. Outside the camps, community leisure was coordinated

by the War Camp Community Service (WCCS). It was here, away from the immediate watch of

officers and commanders, that the greatest threat was registered. As President Woodrow Wilson

stated in a letter to the director of the WCCS, ‘The spirit with which our soldiers leave America, and

their efficiency on the battle fronts of Europe, will be vitally affected by the character of the

environment surrounding our military training camps’.3 For this reason, the Commission stated,

‘It is outside the camps that the greatest danger exists’.4 For historians of social reform during World

War I, this represents the height of Progressive anxiety about moral welfare and demonstrates their

unrivalled belief in the power of positive environments (see Brandt 1987; Bristow 1996). Reformers

directed enormous energy towards creating moral environments that would not only distract soldiers
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from immoral pursuits, but would actively shape their morality. My interest here, however, is in the

effect this Progressive agenda had on rethinking masculinity. Historians of this era have focused

heavily on these campaigns, particularly the campaign against venereal disease, arguing that where

soldiers’ promiscuity had previously been accepted, Progressive notions of moral manhood now

firmly conflated masculinity with sexual purity (Brandt 1987). Building on this, I suggest here that

there was an additional geographical component to this renegotiation of masculinity. Not only were

soldiers now expected to be morally pure and sexually chaste, but there was a specific imperative to

return men to the home. Where the home had been rejected in favour of wild and primitive places in

the previous decades, it now returned to the fore as a suitable setting for manhood. The next section

examines the programmes and activities organised by the WCCS and other agencies under the

direction of the CTCA, which attempted to unite soldiers with the domestic sphere.

Home and hearth

If feminist accounts of war have demonstrated a common gendering process that demands men

be warriors and women be carers, victims and icons, then they have also noted the spatial

implications of these roles (Dowler 1998, 2002b; Radcliffe 1996). Most obviously, this spatial

component can be understood through the designation of public and private roles. The warrior

identity, which battles on behalf of the nation, constructs men in a classically public role,

whereas women’s reproductive or care-giving role is located in a private, domestic setting.

Whether the mothering role is iconic or literal, women’s role in reproducing or representing the

nation is attached to home space. Furthermore, in preparation for war, soldiers are traditionally

quarantined from women, kept in all-male company, so they can be brutalised and made ready

for the horrors of combat (Goldstein 2001). Army barracks are militarised spaces, attached to

public notions of the sovereign state; they are spaces evacuated of all the trappings of home and

femininity. In times of war, when gender roles entrench, the public–private divide becomes

even more rigidly policed.

As many feminist scholars of war have observed, however, this superficial tendency often

hides a more complex spatial politics of gender (Peterson 1998; Ridd and Callaway 1987; Dowler

2002b; Neugebauer 1998). This is a point I wish to develop here. When the US entered World War

I in 1917, it was not the hyper-masculine, warrior identity, so popular in late nineteenth- and early

twentieth-century America, that established itself as the dominant masculine type. Rather,

what we see developing on the US home front is a more domesticated military manhood. This

complicates what have become the accepted gendered spatialities of war. As the American nation

came of age, territorially, economically and geopolitically, and faced its first major overseas

conflict, the home acquired a new strategic position. While it still carried feminised associations of

comfort and support, it was also an anchor which embodied the American nation in an immediate

and localised place. The home during this period was not a private sanctuary but a very public

resource which was marshalled by the authorities for the war effort.

A few months after America joined the war, the WCCS began a programme of events and

activities in the towns nearby military camps and cantonments. These included entertainment

for troops in the form of cabaret acts, minstrel shows, and plays; parades and pageants;

organised singing; the establishment of soldier’s clubs; and canteens to feed off-duty soldiers.

While many of the activities were designed to provide a distraction from vice through

entertainment, one of the central components of the WCCS’s recreation work sought to reunite

the soldier with the domestic sphere. At the heart of this campaign was the Home Hospitality

programme whereby local families would host an off-duty soldier in their home. Across the

country, the WCCS established local committees to arrange home visits for soldiers stationed

at training camps. They selected local families to host a soldier for an evening meal,
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or a weekend’s entertainment, which could include taking them to the theatre, or for a car ride in

the countryside. The emphasis, however, was on providing them with a home cooked meal

in a family setting. This was a far cry from the previous decades, spent chastising men’s need

for domestic comfort; on the contrary, the Home Hospitality programme roundly endorsed the

place of the home in soldiers’ training.

In 1918, the programme launched the ‘Take a soldier home for dinner’ campaign, designed

specifically to offer a break from the alienating discipline of drill training and provide a more

intimate and friendly contact between local families and soldiers. Local committees dispatched

forms to thousands of pre-approved families asking them to host a soldier for dinner. The letter

of invitation sent out by the Boston Home Hospitality Committee read:

Thousands of soldiers and sailors are daily in Boston. Many of them are entirely without family and
friends and their need for home life is very great. These men are the flowers of the country and we
can help them in their effort to keep fit, morally, mentally and physically, which they must do both
for their sake and for ours, if we are to play a worth part in this great struggle. We are sure that no
man need look in vain for a touch of home life.5

The emphasis on exposing soldiers to the home was common throughout the reports on Home

Hospitality. One WCCS worker states: ‘Volunteer WCCS workers have been tireless in their

cooperation with the local committee to provide a touch of home and the friendly personal

attentions which made pleasant the leisure time of America’s service men in the United States.’6

While this drive was led in part by the Progressive agenda to sanitise soldiers’ lives and remove

delinquent tendencies, it nevertheless temporarily repositions the home as central to the war

effort and normalises men’s contact with home comforts. A decade earlier, it would have been

unimaginable to hear soldiers described as ‘flowers of the country’. Such feminised imagery

would have been considered inappropriate and threatening to warrior masculinity. By World

War I, however, such associations had acquired new strategic value.

To further the cause, families were encouraged to adopt particular soldiers so they could build

a stable and familiar relationship. Families were asked to perform surrogate duties, particularly

during holiday periods like Christmas and Thanksgiving when the Home Hospitality programme

worked extra hard to place individual soldiers with families (Figure 1). It was vital, the WCCS

stated, that soldiers spent the holidays in real homes ‘with a view to making certain that as many

of the men in the service as possible eat their Christmas dinner amid home influences and

surroundings’.7 The key to these events was to give soldiers an experience which they could carry

with them to the front line. By providing a domestic experience, the WCCS was not simply

providing immediate comfort, but rather was offering a memory and set of associations which they

hoped would remain with the soldiers when they were far from home soil.

In addition to the Home Hospitality programme, the WCCS also ran soldiers’ clubs and

canteens, where off-duty soldiers could go to eat, read, write letters, or just sit by the fire and chat

with volunteers (Figure 2). Again, these clubs were designed to convey a sense of homeliness

and comfort. Activities were often organised around the fireplace and hearth where soldiers

would pop corn or toast marshmallows, at once evoking the masculinity of the campfire and

the great outdoors, but simultaneously anchoring it to the hearth and therefore the home. Indeed,

the caption of one photograph depicting an evening by the fireplace (not included here) reads:

‘Toasting marshmallows: a touch of home life’.8 This was a crucial manoeuvre for the war

effort. The WCCS had to strike a balance between bolstering soldiers’ military prowess while

simultaneously legitimising soldier’s masculinity as being rooted in home comforts. For the

first time in American history, soldiers were travelling thousands of miles away to a foreign

territory to represent their nation in direct combat against another nation state, and it made the

War Department extremely nervous. The kinds of rhetoric used to shore up support for the war

spoke of defending the principles of freedom and democracy against an old world autocracy,
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of defending liberalism against an aggressive and belligerent German state; it was a war against

militarism. It was no use, then, constructing American soldiers as themselves belligerent

and militaristic. Rather, the very notion of bravery and heroism, still vital for the war, had to

be recast in the guise of a more gentle and domesticated soldier. In a report by the WCCS, one

of its spokespeople writes:

Chivalry has been developed to new significance. At no point has the German theory of war been
more absolutely countered. The German soldier was deliberately and scientifically brutalized with
the purpose of making a fighting unit of him. The American soldier, in new and ingenious ways, was,
so to speak, softened and intenerated. It is as if the nation clearly recognized that it was sending the
flower of its youth to war, and paused to perfect its bloom.9

Figure 1. Home hospitality during the holidays.
Source: The National Recreation and Park Association.

Gender, Place and Culture 33



In opposition to the militarised German soldier, American soldiers were cast as softer, more

sentimental fighters. On a more pragmatic level, the army had to make its soldiers believe that

‘he personally has everything to fight for’.10 And this was done by recourse to the home. When

soldiers journeyed to France to fight beside the British and French troops, the state was invested in

ensuring that they had a clear sense of what they were fighting for. The most tangible reason that the

War Department could offer was the home, hearth and family. Defending home and family as a

proxy for the nation is a well-established rhetorical tactic in modern warfare, but in 1917 it was of

profound importance to the American war effort and keenly pursued through military recreation

programmes. In explaining why the soldier benefited from access to a home environment, the

WCCS made clear the connections between military manhood and domesticity, arguing that:

The appeal to America to supply the means of recreating home ties for enlisted men in cities adjacent
to training camps must sound the depths of the Nation’s heart. If the passion for home be allowed to
become dull, men will cease to make the supreme sacrifice in its defense.11

Soldiers in training camps were being prepared to fight for their newly territorialised nation, but

such abstract concepts as honour, freedom and democracy were apt to be lost on the battlefield.

The military needed a concrete manifestation of why men should sacrifice themselves, and to do

this they orchestrated a purposeful programme of events to ensure that soldiers were regularly

exposed to the traditionally feminised environment of the home. Home, hearth and family were

reattached to masculinity, not as simply a comfort, but as the cornerstone of a reinvented soldier –

a thinking, feeling, home-loving man, who would be less likely to forget his national duty than

the warrior who preceded him.

Conspicuously absent from these programmes, however, were the hundreds of thousands of

black soldiers who were controversially drafted into the army in 1917. While the CTCA and the

WCCS were keen to domesticate white military in preparation for overseas battle, they were less

interested and willing in extending the project to black soldiers. Instead, recreation facilities

were focused on white troops. Towards the end of the war, the WCCS did eventually bend to

pressure and embarked on a parallel but segregated programme of recreation services for black

Figure 2. Soldiers gathered around the fireplace with their visitors.
Source: National Archives.
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soldiers, but the inequity was always apparent (Bristow 1996). To all intent and purposes, the

WCCS focused their energies on a white war, for which white manhood had to be reconfigured

and attached to a white nation. Although African-American participation in World War I

represented a radical shift in US race relations, the full effects of their involvement were not felt

until after the 1920s and 1930s (Whalan 2008).

Mothers, girls and ‘the lure of the khaki’

If the Home Hospitality programme was designed to bring soldiers into the feminised domestic

sphere, then other programmes were designed to do the reverse: to bring women into militarised

spaces. As we have already seen, the domesticating of soldiers’ clubs to make them less masculine

and more homely was common practice. In addition to this, the WCCS also encouraged women to

attend soldiers’ clubs to provide female company for off-duty soldiers. For this policy to be

effective, however, it had to be carefully managed to find the ‘right’ kind of women. While the

visiting programme was motivated in part by the same ambitions that drove the Home Hospitality

programme – the desire to embed domestic attachments in the hearts and minds of soldiers – it was

also inspired by a negative impulse: the fear that prostitution might threaten family values.

The importance of family to the military project cannot be underestimated here. In the

immediate term, the threat posed by prostitution launched a direct attack on the sanctity of the

family unit. As family and home stood as critical rallying symbols for the national unit, any

threat to the family was simultaneously read as a threat to the nation. Anne McClintock (1993)

offers further insight into the why the family should have assumed the position as surrogate

for the nation. ‘Since the subordination of woman to man, and child to adult, was deemed a

natural fact, other forms of social hierarchy could be depicted in familial terms to guarantee

social difference as a category of nature’ (McClintock 1993, 64). In other words, if the natural

hierarchy within the family unit was accepted, then the natural hierarchy within or between

nations, or between different races, could also be justified by recourse to the family. For this

reason, the unity of the traditional family had to be protected from corruption by prostitution, as

failure to do so threatened not just the family but the naturalness of nationhood.

Prior to World War I, soldiers’ promiscuity was understood to be the collateral damage of

war. Indeed, the military has continued to tacitly accept prostitution around army bases

throughout the twentieth century (Enloe 1989). During World War I, however, the Progressive

agenda of turn-of-the-century social reform temporarily ended this indulgence. The hyper-

masculine, over-sexed, warrior soldier, typical of earlier conflicts, was no longer acceptable and

was to be replaced instead by a strong, moral, respectable familial soldier. This was only half the

problem, however. What caused specific alarm was the fact that it appeared to be the bravery and

heroism so carefully cultivated in soldiers that was simultaneously generating a sexualised

following among young girls and threatening contemporary propriety. The problem was quickly

identified by the WCCS which wrote: ‘Disease is spread not wholly by professional prostitutes,

but very largely by young girls who have succumbed to the emotional conditions produced by

the war.’12 These ‘emotional conditions’ were explained by the WCCS as being the result of

female infatuation with men in uniform. Speaking of young girls, they explain:

The presence of thousands of young men, many of them very handsome in their khaki and all of them
appreciative of her prettiness, is enough to turn her head. It has been called “the lure of the khaki”,
which is perhaps the best name for it. The uniform spells bravery, daring and heroism and she
admires it and its wearer with all her impulsive youth.13

In other words, the cultivation of military manhood created an unfortunate paradox for the

Commission. On the one hand, soldiers had to remain brave, heroic figures. But on the other, this

inevitably created unwelcome attention in young, easily-led girls.
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In finding a solution, the Commission had no desire to eradicate soldiers’ interaction with

women altogether. On the contrary, contact with women was viewed as absolutely essential to

counterbalance the all-male environment of training camps and ease temptation. Equally, they

did not wish to dilute the heroism and bravery cultivated in soldiers for fear of threatening the

prowess of the American military. The WCCS, then, had to negotiate a complex terrain,

maintaining the contours of military manhood while simultaneously reducing its effects; and

encouraging heterosexual contact without challenging family values and sexual propriety.

To achieve this, the WCCS implemented a series of programmes to involve women in the lives

of soldiers. Their first project was to arrange a series of chaperoned dances, socials, and

afternoon teas during which soldiers’ interactions with local girls could be encouraged but

carefully managed (Figure 3).

The WCCS identified girls’ ‘emotional excitement’ in the presence of men in uniform as both a

point of weakness and potential target for useful direction. Left unchecked, girls’ eager emotions had

been shown to lead to dysfunctional sexual relations. Consequently, the WCCS urged that with the

appropriate effort, girls’ weakness for bravery and heroism might be strategically redirected,

‘turning that spirit ever so gently over to one of loyalty and patriotism’.14 One of the first jobs of the

WCCS was to create the Patriotic League. On entering the League, girls took an oath to express their

patriotism through moral support for the troops. This was to take the form of first aid training,

sewing, cooking, etc. On Sunday afternoons, the girls kept open house in the club rooms so they

could give refreshments to passing soldiers. In addition, the League hosted parties and dances for

soldiers. These became important opportunities for soldiers to benefit from female company but

only if absolute propriety was guaranteed. To achieve this, every girl attending the dances was

carefully selected by a sub-committee of the WCCS and provided with a chaperone whose duties

Figure 3. WCCS Officers’ Dancing Party.
Source: National Archives.
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included getting girls safely to and from the party, as well as watching over her dignity during the

dance itself. As these dances became more customary, the WCCS imposed a tighter vetting system

in cooperation with local fraternal societies. Rather than simply operating an invitation only system,

fraternal societies agreed to sponsor individual girls and vouch for their purity before they were

allowed to attend dances.

These dances were designed to combat the unwanted repercussions of conventional military

manhood. Unhappy with the consequences of rampant heterosexualism, but loath to

enforce absolute homosocial conditions, the WCCS established a method of managing female

companionship without threatening wider social norms, the most important of which was family

values. Nothing threatened the cornerstone of family values more acutely than men, married or

unmarried, straying from normalised relations. The family home was a localised manifestation

of the American nation – embodying everything for which soldiers ideally fought. If a soldier

disengaged from its values, he also disengaged from the nation. Immediately prior to war, this

dangerously threatened the power of his allegiance.

The final figure of female domesticity to be utilised by the military was the mother. Unlike

the dangerous young girls not yet contained within a family, the mother figure was a safe and

welcome character in military spaces. As feminists have long pointed out, the figure of the

mother holds particular sway in times of conflict (Dowler 1998). As biological reproducers of

the nation, their symbolic importance is crucial. The figure of the motherland serves to construct

women both as mothers of the nation and as vulnerable citizens to be protected (Sharp 1996;

Yuval-Davis 1997). This is not the role they play here, however. Like the suitable girls invited to

entertain and accompany soldiers, the WCCS recruited older mothers to act as a stabilising and

desexualised female presence.

Along with the chaperoned dances and Home Hospitality programme, the WCCS organised

a foster mother scheme to encourage older civilian women to befriend specific young soldiers

Figure 4. ‘Soldiers stationed at Camp Fremont find “foster mother” always ready to cheer them’ (original
caption).
Source: National Archive.
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and act as their moral guardians and confidants. Figure 4 shows a typical scene with a group

of foster mothers keeping their ‘foster sons’ company in a Hostess House run by the YWCA.

Here, married soldiers could be visited by their real wives and families, while unmarried

soldiers or soldiers whose family were unable to visit, could be kept company by foster

mothers. The role of foster mothers was simply to talk with soldiers, help them write letters, or

sit with them, as the photograph demonstrates, while they whiled away the time knitting or

sewing. The WCCS describes the relationship as helping to facilitate ‘that peculiarly helpful

relation between the older women and young men which can always bring out the best in a

youth, and under war conditions has been a precious contribution where homesickness is so

real a form of suffering and so unmistakable a source of physical and moral impairment’.15

Women were there to ensure that in times of trouble soldiers were reminded that it was the

family unit, and not the prostitute, who would provide comfort and security.

Conclusions

In this article, I have sought to contribute to feminist studies of masculinity by examining the

way military manhood was renegotiated for the needs of war. Although feminists have devoted

considerable energy to the gendering of war, most studies tend to confirm the entrenchment of

gender roles during conflict. With this study, I hope to have shown that the warrior narrative

which dominates many wartime constructions of gender is not an inevitable consequence

of conflict. Rather, the gendering of war responds to the localised geopolitical, cultural and

socio-economic context. In most conflicts, a heroic, warrior narrative is strategically useful; it

strengthens the ties between men and power, glorifies the inevitable loss of life, and co-opts

non-combatant women into morale boosting positions. However, such conventions, while

commonplace, also hide discrepancies. I have argued here that despite the popularity of

pugilism, fraternity and primitivism prior to the war, the geopolitical context of US involvement

in World War I demanded a different kind of gendering. Rather than isolate its soldiers from the

domestic scene and embolden them with the brutalising, all-male environment of training

camps, the government chose to temper military life with regular doses of home and family.

The separation of spheres so rigidly enforced prior to war, broke down as home space was

militarised and military space was domesticated.

This is not to suggest that social roles were equally loosened. Women still assumed the role

of carers, providers, and muses for men’s active combat role. It is nevertheless important to

acknowledge these contradictory moments in the remaking of gender – moments when the

spatialities of masculinity and femininity are reconfigured in response to social change. As Gail

Bederman (1995, 7) explains:

At any time in history, many contradictory ideas about manhood are available to explain what men
are, how they ought to behave, and what sorts of powers and authorities they may claim, as men. Part
of the way gender functions is to hide these contradictions and to camouflage the fact that gender is
dynamic and always changing.

During World War I, government programmes providing military recreation subtly disrupted the

traditional associations between soldiering and sexual promiscuity, between soldiering and a

sequestered, all-male barracks, and between soldiering and brutality. While these unions and

their associated spatialities have remained an easy resource for many of the subsequent wars of

the twentieth and twenty-first century, it is important to search out instances of disruption.

Regardless of how short-lived they might be, such shifts nevertheless betray the processual

nature of gender and its unceasing flexibility.

One hundred years on, post-9/11 America is experiencing a resurgence of hyper-masculine,

militarised forms of manhood (Dowler 2002a). But this too hides an impossibly fraught terrain.

38 E.A. Gagen



With more women in the military than ever before, the opportunities to fall back on simple gender

binaries are being rapidly eclipsed by uncontainable events – Lyndie England’s involvement in the

torture of prisoners at Abu Ghraib, to name one. Likewise, with technological advancements,

soldiers on the frontline are now connected to their homes and families in unprecedented ways

through regular cell phone and email contact, further eroding the division between masculinised

military space and feminised civilian home space. While the ‘war on terror’ constantly threatens to

fossilise gender relations and the increasing militarisation of society pushes us back towards familiar

norms, the recurring images of twenty-first century military life refuse conventions. While gender

roles often do entrench in times of war, these efforts almost always hide alternative narratives. When

faced with a cultural imperative that seeks to close down gender options, it is useful to look to the past

to confirm the variations that the future might also hold.
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ABSTRACT TRANSLATION

Hombrı́a hogareña y la guerra contra la masculinidad: ocio comunitario dentro del paı́s en

EEUU, 1917–19

Entre la Guerra Civil y la Primera Guerra Mundial (PGM), Estados Unidos (EEUU) vio un

retorno a formas militarizadas, heroicas, guerreras de masculinidad. Cuando el paı́s entró en la

PGM en 1917, sin embargo, las demandas por formas beligerantes de hombrı́a militar decayeron,

y fueron reemplazadas por el deseo de reacoplar la hombrı́a a la esfera doméstica. En este

artı́culo examino un conjunto de programas de gobierno diseñados para manejar el tiempo libre

de los soldados mientras estaban apostados en campos de entrenamiento en todo EEUU.

Propongo que estas actividades de las tropas dentro del paı́s revelan ansiedad sobre el envı́o de

soldados estadounidenses a pelear una guerra en el extranjero por primera vez en la historia

nacional. EEUU era una nación-estado joven peleando por primera vez una guerra internacional
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contra otras naciones-estado. En este contexto ya no era estratégicamente útil que la hombrı́a

militar quede separada de la idea de hogar. Más bien, como los soldados estarı́an peleando por

largos perı́odos en un territorio extranjero, éste permitió a los militares y al gobierno atenuar las

configuraciones tradicionales de la hombrı́a guerrera, y enfocarse en vez en exponer a los

soldados al hogar y la familia tanto como fuera posible hacerlo en forma segura.

Palabras claves: masculinidad; guerra; ocio; Primera Guerra Mundial; Estados Unidos
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