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To our wonderful children, Joseph, Elijah, and  Helena: 
may they never need to grow up to be soldiers.

And, in loving memory of Tobias Gabriel Ivimey , “Toby ,” 
19 July 2008–10 August 2008. Sweet dreams little man.
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INTRODUCTION

Onto Center Stage: Warfare in the 
Western World

Sara Buttsworth and Maartje Abbenhuis

We both have the joys and frustrations that are two-year-old 
boys—Elijah and Joseph. They are great friends and love to 
dance. Joseph is cool and likes jazz. Elijah’s current favorite song, 

because daddy showed him the fi lm clip, is Christina Aguilera’s “Candy 
Man” from her 2007 Back to Basics album. Just as disturbing as seeing him 
mimic the dance moves is the recognition that, even through something as 
innocuous as a frivolous pop song, he is being exposed to representations 
of war, in this case the remediation of the Andrews Sisters’ “Boogie Woogie 
Bugle Boy of Company B,” which was a worldwide hit upon its release in 
1941. Aguilera’s version is a romanticization of the Second World War, not 
only through the reworked music but also through the interspersion of fi lm 
clips depicting soldiers in Second World War uniforms with Aguilera gyrat-
ing in various costumes from the era, including one that replicates Rosie 
the Riveter, overalls, kerchief, and all. The sexism and sexualization of 
women in uniform and women in the workplace that were very much pres-
ent in representations of women attempting to “do their bit” in the 1940s 
are also very much present in this representation that was created more than 
60 years after the original song was released. There are no toy guns in our 
homes, or tanks, or warplanes, for that matter. We refuse to buy clothing 
that has camoufl age print on it. But war has crept into the lives of our 
two-year-olds even if they are too young yet to recognize it.

The glamour and bright colors that attract Elijah to Aguilera’s “Candy 
Man” are present in many depictions of war, as war is theater: pageantry, 
uniforms, drama, villains, victims, and heroes. Even if the colors used are 
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actually the more drab hues of khaki and navy blue, participation in war, 
particularly if it can be written as a “just” war, is lauded in places as far apart 
as New Zealand and the United States. Cadets march on “parade” grounds 
while returned soldiers parade through cities to celebrate victories or com-
memorate wars long past. It has become a cliché for soldiers to describe war 
itself as 90 percent boredom and 10 percent terror. Perhaps unsurprisingly, 
soldiers’ experiences and their activities in armed combat sit fi rmly at the 
center of how many westerners think about war. In many popular represen-
tations of war, soldiers are, more often than not, cast as the main actors. 
They are the heroes we aspire to be like, revere for their achievements and 
bravery, and commemorate for their sacrifi ce. Obviously, war is also about 
victims, those upon whom “war is infl icted” or to whom “war happens.” 
They are often cast as hapless and helpless women, children, and the elderly 
fl eeing the violence and suffering of the warfronts. If not seen as a faceless 
mass, noncombatants are frequently presented as the supporting actors, 
individuals to be pitied, cared for, and commemorated as “victims” and 
consequently depicted as having very little agency of their own.

But what is war for those behind the scenes, or in the stalls, for the 
understudies, the costumers, the orchestra, the families of cast members, 
the protesters of controversial productions, the reviewers, or even the sup-
port crew behind the counter at the bar? In an age where war has become 
increasingly more total for victims than perpetrators and evermore pervasive 
in daily life, many more noncombatants than soldiers feel the impact of 
war. The omnipresence of war in everyday life renders it almost pedestrian 
in Western culture, which is partly due to the removal of distance between 
the ready availability of images and information about wars, both real and 
imagined. As Margaret Higgonet so beautifully expressed it in her discus-
sion of war toys and narratives of the Great War:

War toys remind us that war is not something that happens far away on a 
neatly contained “battlefront” but part of the everyday; war is not simply an 
isolable event but an eruption within a continuum that runs through what 
we call peacetime.1

This is as true for the tin soldiers that were the toys of the early twentieth 
century as it is for the memorabilia on sale at various fairs and conventions 
in the early twenty-fi rst century. The weaponry, uniforms, and mementoes 
of wars past are the conduits for the continued pervasiveness of war in the 
present and lay the basis for the continued primacy of war in our culture 
into the future.

Our book cover illustrates the integral place war themes have in everyday 
life so well. The photograph, originally one of a triptych on the same scene, 
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was taken in 1907, in Ireland, of brother and sister, Rex and Gillian, posing 
in their best clothes. Rex is at play with his miniature infantry, cavalry, and 
artillery replicas carefully lined up and arranged, while Gillian sits slightly 
apart from her sibling, looking on. She is physically removed from the staging 
and reenactment of war, but she remains a suitably unimpressed witness of 
her sibling’s war play. In what is obviously a posed photograph, the use of 
the military toys (rather than other nonmilitary ones) and the setup of the 
two children in a traditionally gendered way, with the sister as an audience 
to but not a participant in her brother’s war games, indicates how integral 
an imagined idea of war was (and remains) to the Western world’s way of 
life and ideas about themselves and their society. While we seek to protect 
the “innocence” of our children and shield them from ever experiencing the 
“reality” of war, staged and unstaged wars are as much a part of their lives 
as they were for these besmocked children photographed 100 years ago.

Although, throughout the twentieth century, war has often been viewed 
more as hellish horror than romance, this too is a part of the theatricality of 
combatant war stories that have overshadowed alternative scripts. There is a 
strong emphasis on the British soldier poets of the First World War in the 
English literature curricula of Great Britain, Australia, and New Zealand, 
providing an almost singular perspective on war and soldiering to audiences 
distanced from the mud and trenches of that confl ict by a century. The 
marches and memorials to the First World War leave little room for public 
discussion of the treatment of conscientious objectors or the legacies of 
imperialism. For example, the transition of the “real” soldier Audie Murphy 
to fi lm star, best known for playing himself in the fi lm based on his Second 
World War memoir To Hell and Back, is a fascinating example of the transi-
tion from combatant to celluloid hero and of the public’s fascination with 
war stories as dominant narratives of the twentieth century.2 The possibility 
of, and capacity to, accurately depict the carnage of war in cinema remains 
an obsession present right up to today, where this carnage is mingled with 
the idealized romance of retrieving lost men as in Steven Spielberg’s Saving 
Private Ryan.3 Popular culture is dominated by images of war, the bonds 
between soldiers, and the spectacles of battle. From the thunderous volley of 
cannons in Tchaikovsky’s 1812 Overture to the melancholy and horror of 
Wilfred Owen’s poetry, from the constant diet of fi lms about war and sol-
diers to the fascination with uniforms that not only permeates adult fashion 
but has seen the production of pink camoufl age baby rompers. Even the 
most apparently peaceable pursuits have been pervaded by symbols, sound 
bites, myths, and stories about war. War as an object of fascination with 
military matters or needless suffering often ignores the views and voices from 
the wings: the voices of those who witness or experience war as  noncombatants 
or nonparticipants. Furthermore, the fascination with war as a  legitimate 
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pursuit can obscure the ways in which it is normalized into everyday life. 
Yet it is precisely these voices and infl uences that are myriad and crucial to 
a broader understanding of the central position that warfare has held in 
Western culture since the late nineteenth century.

One of the main aims of this collection is, therefore, to investigate the 
ways in which war and militarism remain central foci points in Western 
culture. In so doing, we highlight the ways in which the assignment of 
primacy to soldiers in the analysis and representation of warfare undermines 
the recognition of the ways wars affect noncombatants both during periods 
of confl ict and in their aftermath. We seek particularly to emphasize that 
war is an all-consuming part of modern Western culture and should be 
analyzed as a multifaceted phenomenon that is as important to noncomba-
tants as it is (or was) to combatants. This is not, of course, to suggest that 
there is no scholarship available on the impact of war on civilians or that 
war studies have been one-dimensional up to this point in time. Quite to 
the contrary: there is a growing and massive literature available on warfare 
and culture, war and memory, and war and society studied from numerous 
perspectives and approaches. We hope that this collection adds to this 
scholarship by reiterating the pervasiveness of war themes in everyday life 
and asserting the prominence of the impact and role played by wars in the 
lives of noncombatants in the modern world. Even more broadly, our ambi-
tion is to reposition the traditional place assigned to civilians and noncom-
batants, namely, from the peripheries of actual and imagined “theaters of 
war” to the center stage. In the process, we hope to reinvestigate the role 
played by martial prowess in Western culture; the concept of victimhood 
in postwar memory and culture; the long-term legacies of wartime events 
as they infl uenced noncombatants; the conceptualization of war, militarism, 
and confl ict in cultural representations for children and adults; and the rel-
evance of peace activism in war and peacetime.

Overview

The simmering, inchoate confl icts that characterize the contemporary world, 
confl icts no longer on focused territorial disputes between nations but on 
claims for cultural and political recognition and the distribution of resources, 
make it ever more diffi cult to imagine an impermeable private sphere, safe 
from the psychic impact of global dislocation and violent disruption.

Clair Wills4

This collection seeks to move the perspectives that are marginal to main-
stream war stories and histories onto center stage, acknowledging their 
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importance and destabilizing the primacy of the combatant in contempo-
rary Western culture. It follows three thematic trajectories in pulling the 
curtain back: direct experiences of war from those who are not warriors, 
through gender, place in time, or neutral status; representations and memo-
ries of war; and examinations of the importance of peace movements and 
protests against war, the ways in which the boundaries between war and 
peacetime are not “impermeable” as so eloquently stated by Claire Wills. 
All of the articles in this collection work to either explain or undermine the 
staging of warfare as a monolithic and acontextual production whose pri-
mary focus is the soldier as both actor and victim.5

In popular culture, as much as in the scholarly study of modern warfare, 
wars are often presented as having an appearance of order and coherence. 
Not for nothing did Rex arrange his war toys in neat orderly lines. This 
impression has continued even when dealing with the chaos of the battle-
fi eld and confl icts that occurred long after the set-piece battle was relegated 
to the world of reenactments and board games. When, in 1991, Jean 
Baudrillard controversially claimed the Gulf War did not take place, he was 
asking us to examine more deeply the spectacle and simulacra of war and 
to look past the action in the spotlight to what was going on behind the 
scenes and beyond the footlights.6 Even the most carefully staged incursions 
have unexpected spillage in all sorts of unforeseen areas. War is not contain-
able in terms of time, place, or impact.

As researchers and teachers of the history and culture of war and peace, 
we are constantly struck by the ways in which our students construct war 
without texture or context. They are fascinated (to the point of infatuation) 
with the surface spectacle of war, and many of them are disappointed when 
they do not get more “war in their war.” Indeed, as we have instead 
attempted to situate particular confl icts within social, political, and cultural 
frameworks and to introduce them to new ways of reading war, peace, and 
society, students have actually complained. They also express amazement at 
the scope of different material with which they are confronted in our class-
rooms. Our cohort of students is not unique in this; we seem to have a 
society-wide obsession with certain aspects of war as any quick perusal of 
the History Channel’s programming reveals. This obsession seems particularly 
acute and anomalous in populations who have, with obvious exceptions, no 
direct experience of war or combat, whether through time or geography or 
both. Even in the post-9/11 world where many countries, including New 
Zealand, are making direct or indirect contributions to different war zones, 
whether in the form of peacekeeping, building contractors, or professional 
armies, most civilians do not have direct contact with the realities of war 
themselves. War is “foreign,” as Ken McLeish recently put it, it “is what 
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people go away to.”7 This separation, however, does not slow the interest in 
certain aspects of war over others. Western society seems incapable of appre-
ciating or connecting the multitude of voices from wars that should, in the-
ory at least, overshadow the constructed grandeur of armed confl ict that is 
continued by some military historians, media outlets, and politicians.8

With this collection we want to acknowledge the diversity of noncomba-
tants’ experiences of war as well as the impact war has on noncombatants. 
War is rarely the carefully planned and executed mission of which tacticians 
and politicians dream; it is chaotic and eclectic, and, over the past 200 years, 
has become an inescapable theme confronting individuals throughout the 
Western world. For a great many of them, it is also a mediated experience, 
temporally, historically, through mythology, and through various forms of 
communication. Since the nineteenth century, with the impact of photog-
raphy and mass literacy, individuals in peacetime societies can and do “expe-
rience” confl ict situated vast distances away. With widespread usage of 
television, the Internet, and mobile telecommunications, the pervasive inter-
est in warfare is fueled by immediacy and, in some cases, interactivity that 
is unprecedented. News broadcasting, the printed press, blogs, YouTube, 
computer gaming, and e-mail all bring war to every corner of the Western 
world and to people with seemingly no immediate connection to it. The 
theater of war is witnessed, viewed, and challenged by an audience of mil-
lions and is, in turn, affecting, changing, and challenging that audience.

The use of the metaphor of theater to link the chapters on offer here is, 
therefore, apt. It brings out the truisms that wars are never monocular and 
are often (re)mediated experiences. They are not only about fi ghting and 
death but can have many multifaceted impacts and audiences. By applying 
the metaphor of war as a staged production, we do not wish to trivialize 
the experiences contained in this volume nor those of combatants and other 
participants. We also do not wish to suggest that all wars are the same or 
necessarily experienced in similar ways. Confl icts differ widely in what they 
are about and why they come about. They have different contexts that 
shape not only the experiences of their participants but also those of their 
audiences. It is precisely the diversity of these circumstances that make them 
so interesting to study and necessitate that we acknowledge and explore the 
ramifi cations of warfare and its mediations.

The idea that an entire society and its activities can be subsumed by the 
needs of a war effort and can be fundamentally affected by the existence of 
war is not new, of course. The concept of “total war” is commonly applied 
to both of the twentieth century’s world wars, although more readily to the 
second than to the fi rst.9 There exists a considerable body of research that 
analyzes the impact of these wars on the societies that fought them, but the 
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concept of “total war” having a longer-term impact is rarely pursued. The 
infl uence of total war in peacetime, in the aftermath of confl ict, deserves 
much more attention. Both world wars (and not only these two confl icts) 
had numerous everyday and long-term legacies. It took people, some of 
whom had no direct experience of or involvement in the war, out of ordi-
nary situations into the extraordinary. For others, it made the extraordinary 
commonplace. Gabrielle Fortune’s chapter in this collection on war brides 
makes explicit these connections between the ordinary and the extraordi-
nary and the ways in which war became a defi ning identifi er for some 
women throughout the rest of their lives—in spite of some of them never 
having witnessed warfare directly. Similarly, Ismee Tames focuses on the 
problems of constructing a new identity for the children of Dutch Nazi 
collaborators in the immediate aftermath of the Second World War. Their 
status both as children and as children of a neutral nation should have 
protected them from war and its impacts. The realities of the Second World 
War’s violation of both Dutch neutrality and the “sanctity” of childhood 
through their parents’ politics, however, made it impossible for many of 
these children to begin or continue new lives, untainted by their wartime 
experiences, once the war was over. For many, the outbreak of peace does 
not mean the end of the war.

In many respects, the intensity with which war themes continue in 
peacetime suggests that the scholarly obsession with periods of “total war” 
may need to be broadened. We see a need to understand the existence of 
real and imagined wars as a historical constant, as a theme that has infl u-
enced the Western world for at least the last 200 years, if not longer, and 
to take the analysis of war beyond the obvious links between military con-
fl ict and soldiers and between noncombatants and victimhood. The concept 
of “total war” itself has, it seems, tied scholarly attention to extraordinary 
periods of participation by noncombatants in warfare, such as occurred in 
the two world wars. Admittedly, this has enabled scholars to understand 
war as more than a military phenomenon, a very important development 
and one that is supported by several of the contributions in this volume. 
However, the label “total war” also suggests that there is something extraor-
dinary about the seconding of society to war, that, in fact, war is meant to 
be for soldiers, not for noncombatants.10 In a rather perverse way, the fas-
cination with periods of perceived “total war” and war crisis, such as the 
First and the Second World War, has diverted attention away from the 
continuities of war in supposed “ordinary” “peaceful” times.

It is diffi cult to defi ne the concept of “peace”. In its most simplistic form, 
“peace” can best be classifi ed as “the absence of war”. We contend, however, 
that in the Western world in the modern era, an absence of war does not 
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exist. War is omnipresent and an everyday reality. Even in peacetime, many 
Western communities are obsessed by war themes. This is as true for the 
United States in the late nineteenth century as it was for participants in the 
antiwar movements in Scandinavia in the interwar years, as it was for many 
countries during the Cold War era, and still is in the post-9/11 world. So, 
while many Western nations have lived in relative peace for many decades 
and only indirectly or haphazardly experience warfare—one would not 
claim, for example, that the United States today, while it is offi cially at war 
in Iraq and Afghanistan, is a total war society—the fascination with all 
things war and warrior remains.

Recent examples that we have come across of this warrior obsession 
include an advertising billboard in Auckland, New Zealand, for photocopiers 
(see fi gure 0.1). This giant canvas prominently situated in the middle of 
Auckland’s city center aligns the experiences of the New Zealander and 
double–Victoria Cross awardee Charles Upham with the concept of  heroism 
and leadership. The advertisers are promoting their photocopiers as leaders 
(not followers) by plugging into what they expect mainstream New Zealand 

Figure 0.1 Charles Upham, the New Zealand Second World War veteran and double–
Victoria Cross awardee, used to advertise photocopiers on this giant billboard visible in central 
Auckland, New Zealand, November 2007.
Source: Photograph courtesy of Gabrielle Fortune, Private Collection
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understands of Upham’s Second World War experiences. The billboard is as 
much about national pride and achievement as it is a representation of the 
deep-seated fascination with military heroism in everyday New Zealand 
culture. Furthermore, the advertisers are indirectly and unintentionally prof-
iting from the (unrelated) theft of one of Upham’s medals (along with those 
of other prominent New Zealand veterans) from the Waiuru Army Museum 
in December 2007.11 The theft received media saturation in New Zealand, 
particularly as an unprecedented NZ$300,000 reward was offered for infor-
mation leading to the recovery of the medals—put up by private donations 
and supported by the New Zealand police.12 The theft outraged the country. 
Most New Zealanders felt that the thieves had committed an unpardonable 
act, an affront to the nation, to the families of the medal recipients, and to 
the memory of the sacrifi ce made by these brave soldiers. The connections 
between the two world wars, their memorabilia, and concepts of New 
Zealand and national identity are still very much alive and well.

An even more troubling example of the place military heroism plays in 
modern society is the annual “War and Peace” military collectables show 
held at Beltring in Kent, United Kingdom.13 There is very little focus on 
peace at this massive event, which sees military reenactors, war parapherna-
lia collectors, and the British armed forces combine their talents to present 
a host of ways in which to promote and sell all manner of things to do 
with the military and wars, past and present. It would actually do to rename 
the show “War in Peace.” The Scale Model Collector magazine raved about 
the 2007 event in the following terms:

the show welcomed over 5000 military vehicles. . . . Waffen SS, Tommies and 
GIs from WW2 to the present day were dug in around the encampment; each 
living life as close to their theme as possible. There was even a Vietcong tunnel 
complex leading into the Vietnam experience, through which visitors could 
crawl. The centre-piece of the show was the main arena, where infantry and 
armour had the chance to show off their talents bringing history to life. . . . 
You can walk into a stall and come out as Waffen SS “Landser” or a “Band of 
Brothers” US paratrooper. . . . Beltring is one of those events that the whole 
family can enjoy. Dad dressed in uniform, while mum and the kids walk 
around the event in similar period clothing with children suitably labeled and 
carrying their boxed gas-masks. . . . [T]here was plenty of time to party in the 
“Victory Marquee” where visitors were adorned in fl oral Hawaiian shirts, and 
sailors sporting US Navy hats made this family friendly place a cross between 
“Butlins” and “Pearl Harbor” with live 40’s music and competitions.14

Tellingly, the photographs that accompanied the article included laudatory 
captions like “The SAS fast attack vehicle looked fun to drive” and “The 
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Germans [in the Second World War] had nice uniforms.” This event, now in 
its twenty-sixth year, more than anything else illustrates how “bloodless war-
fare” has caught the imagination of sections of modern society. The organiz-
ers, participants, and visitors to Beltring seem to be there for the “idea” and 
“romance” of war, rather than for attaining any sense of its reality.

In the last twenty years, under the infl uences of feminist scholarship, 
cultural studies, Holocaust studies, and social history, histories of war have 
developed, and there have been many far-reaching monographs and collec-
tions that explore the relationships between media and war, gender and war, 
childhood and war, the impact of peace movements, and the importance of 
neutrality.15 To this end, some of this collection revolves around the concept 
that war has become a “spectator sport,”16 a bloodless affair, like the Beltring 
extravaganza discussed above, with a potential audience of millions. But even 
the “unreal” experience of mediated war can have important and long-lasting 
consequences. Some of the contributions in this collection focus on indi-
viduals, groups, and communities that have worried and philosophized 
about and challenged the possibility of war occurring in their society—
 people who obsess (or have obsessed) about the need for peace and the dif-
fi culties of removing the existence of war. In this sense, it is about those who 
think about war and the possibility of future confl ict and act to mitigate it. 
Thinking about war is a complex, yet common, sociological phenomenon. 
Above all, however, this collection looks at the layered and long-lasting 
impact of actual and imagined wars on individuals and groups whom we 
would not traditionally consider as being agents or targets of warfare but 
whose lives, nonetheless, were (or are) fundamentally altered by the existence 
of such confl icts. What is important and unique about this collection is the 
way in which we seek to draw together this multiplicity of approaches across 
disciplines, historical periods, geography, theoretical directions, and subject 
matter. Each chapter deals with voices that have not been heard and yet for 
whom war was (or is) a defi ning experience. All of the articles present per-
spectives normally excluded from narratives about war. They also add to the 
growing body of work seeking to broaden the discursive boundaries and 
understanding of a phenomenon that penetrates the lives of noncombatants 
in an age where it is increasingly problematic to be “at peace.”

An outcome that was not intentional was the volume of content we have 
on the impact of war on children whether immediate or representational. 
The chapters by Ismee Tames, Sara Buttsworth, David Rosen, and Karen 
Hall all deal with the ways in which children and ideas about childhood do 
not remain sacrosanct in the face of the centrality of war. Another recurrent 
theme throughout the book is that of activism against war or by or on behalf 
of the “victims” of war. Penelope Adams Moon and Suellen Murray both 
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explore the diffi culties and challenges of women protesting for peace in two 
very different Cold War contexts. Hall’s chapter introduces the idea of orga-
nizing peace activism through play. Irene Andersson unravels the compli-
cated position committed pacifi sts have when their own safety is threatened, 
and Rosen introduces the diffi culties of dealing with forms of advocacy or 
activism that do not recognize the agency of children in times of war.

In terms of subject matter, this book is not meant to be an end point. 
We hope it inspires and propels further work in the fi eld and diversifi es 
scholarly discussions about the place and context of warfare in the Western 
world. In a work of this kind, so broad in scope and subject matter, there 
are many areas we could have covered and numerous obvious omissions. For 
example, we have not included a chapter on the designation of servicewomen 
as noncombatants in many modern armed forces. This omission was not by 
design, although we have to some extent attempted to engage more exclu-
sively with voices that do not come directly from formal military institutions. 
Likewise, it would have been appropriate to include a chapter on recent wars 
(particularly post-9/11) or on contemporary media in presenting and utiliz-
ing war themes, including blogging, Internet reporting, and war gaming. 
These are all themes that deserve more attention in the scholarship on war 
and peace. What we have tried to do is present an array of interesting and 
divergent views on warfare from a variety of historical periods and geo-
graphic locations. The variation in the collection makes our point about the 
centrality of warfare in Western society all the more poignantly.

It is important to note that beyond the specifi cation of “‘western,” this 
collection is not really about geography. We have included diverse studies 
from all over the Western world—ranging from Europe to North America 
and the Pacifi c. While acknowledging that there are obvious contextual 
differences, it is the seemingly eclectic nature of the contributions that 
illustrates the ubiquity of war in the Western world, regardless of physical 
distance between an actual “theater of war” and the people who are affected 
by it. Obviously, we have not been able to include chapters on every coun-
try considered to be “Western.” Still, many of the chapters are about coun-
tries that have experiences with the same confl icts or have exposure to 
similar media content. Perhaps, most conspicuously, we have no direct 
contributions about Britain, France, or Germany. This was unintentionally 
done but can be seen as a refl ection that the “Western” world extends well 
beyond northwest Europe. It also does not mean that these important 
countries are absent from the discussions offered here. For example, many 
of the war brides discussed by Gabrielle Fortune were British and carried 
their nationality proudly to their new homes in New Zealand. The perme-
ability of European borders is also amply demonstrated by Ismee Tames in 
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her discussions of the travels of Dutch children in and out of Germany 
during the Second World War. While particular nations are the specifi c 
focus of many of the chapters, the frameworks and interests of our authors 
demonstrate the impossibility of keeping discussions of war within national 
or temporal boundaries.

Chapter Outline

The fi rst chapter in the collection, by Mark Potter, focuses on the attrac-
tions of warfare in peacetime, namely, in post–American Civil War New 
York society. It highlights many of the themes that run through the subse-
quent chapters about martial prowess and the romanticism of soldiering 
that is still so prevalent in Western society today. Potter shows that the grief 
and mourning that existed in the years immediately following the end of 
the Civil War in 1865 also witnessed the romanticization of one of the 
bloodiest and most mechanized confl icts the world had yet seen. The legacy 
of war inspired young men, supported by their families, to join militias. It 
was not impending war, but a war that was over, that stirred such displays 
of peacetime military aptitude. In the years that followed, the memorializa-
tion of war became a family affair as well as a spectator sport, in spite of 
(or perhaps because of ) the grief that continued unabated for many. Public 
mourning and the spectacles that accompanied it continued long after these 
young men put aside their drilling uniforms. The Civil War and its legacies 
continue to live on in the twenty-fi rst century through battlefi eld tourism, 
traditions of which possibly had their roots in the would-be militiamen of 
this chapter.17 Today, battlefi eld tours, not only of American Civil War sites, 
but also those of other major confl icts, particularly the First World War, are 
now a lucrative and key part of the holiday industry’s increasingly popular 
“grief tourism” profi le.18

Where Potter focuses on the idealization of war as a worthy enterprise, 
Irene Andersson, in her chapter on the peace initiatives undertaken by 
Social Democratic women in Sweden, looks at ways in which the idealiza-
tion of peace (and the avoidance of war) underpinned the activities of a 
large group of women at the outbreak of the Second World War. Andersson 
tells a story not often heard outside Sweden. She examines the political and 
personal turmoil caused when a neutral country is threatened by a bellicose 
and determined belligerent. While historians traditionally depict neutral 
countries in the 1930s as hiding from the international arena and misun-
derstanding the realities of pending European confl ict,19 Andersson’s chap-
ter amply demonstrates the very real understanding and fear of war’s 
potential impact by citizens of one such neutral nation. The Social 
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Democratic women, she discusses, saw themselves as “guardians of neutral-
ity,” a concept that they imbued with distinctly moral and pacifi st ideals. 
Sweden’s neutrality was not only a practical foreign policy option, with the 
aim of protecting the country from invasion, it was also part of the Swedish 
national character, a sacred dogma that focused on neutrality as a morally 
upstanding way to conduct international affairs. This ideology allowed 
Swedes to think of themselves as operating “above” and “beyond” war. Of 
course, in reality, neutrality could not protect a nation or a society from 
war, and Andersson carefully illustrates the impact that the prospect of 
being forced to go to war had on these women, who were ideologically 
wedded to peace activism and neutral pacifi sm. She shows how confl icted 
many Social Democratic women were when necessity dictated they must 
support civil defense measures and other war preparations. Andersson’s 
research is a rich resource for anyone interested in pacifi sm, gender, and 
war: these women saw their pacifi sm as a political choice tied to their iden-
tity as women, and, even more than that, as Swedish women.

By 1939, Swedes were certainly not blind to the realities of war or igno-
rant of the possibility that they may fall victim to the confl ict that was 
escalating around them. The idea, then, that Sweden was a naïve player in 
the international arena is as problematic as the assumption that neutrality 
precluded sophisticated debates about the role of the military and war in 
society. As Andersson shows, Social Democratic women in their publication 
Morgonbris were engaged in multifaceted discussions about the place of war 
in the world at large and in their neutral nation particularly. Obviously, 
there was more possibility to openly protest against war in a neutral coun-
try, but neutrality and pacifi sm did not necessarily go hand in hand. In fact, 
in Sweden, the Federation of Women Social Democrats was deemed radical 
for not doing more to promote defense duties among its members. Sweden 
was not exceptional in this respect as in both the First and the Second 
World Wars the European neutrals had to mobilize their armed forces and 
implement all manner of defense mechanisms to protect their nonbelliger-
ency. Even though these societies did not actually fi ght, the demands of 
civilian society were often subsumed under the pressures of military mobi-
lization. As a result, it was as impossible for Sweden’s politically minded 
women to avoid issues of war and militarism as it was for women in bel-
ligerent societies. Andersson’s chapter provides an important addition to the 
meager literature on neutral societies in wartime and the, even more meager, 
scholarship on neutral societies in peacetime.20

Gabrielle Fortune’s contribution, much like Andersson’s, highlights how 
private individuals were forced to compromise their ideals and their lifestyles 
due to the presence of war, even when they themselves were not active 
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 participants in the confl ict. Fortune’s examination of war brides who came to 
New Zealand in the aftermath of the Second World War focuses on the dif-
fi culties many of these women faced leaving the familiarity of home to make 
new lives with new families in a new culture halfway across the world. 
Fortune’s chapter indirectly highlights the role warfare plays in breaking down 
distance and how cultural barriers were altered and molded by the war experi-
ences of a wide variety of individuals. While New Zealand has always been a 
nation of immigrants, the postwar impact of foreign-born war brides on New 
Zealand society was signifi cant. Far more tellingly, the war had a fundamental 
impact on the women themselves. The stories interwoven throughout 
Fortune’s chapter reveal the personal aspects of the impact of the war and the 
feelings of displacement that have followed many of the women ever since. 
The Second World War may have ended in 1945, but it remains a key part 
of these women’s identities right up to the present day. While soldiers may 
become “old soldiers” or former soldiers, the war part of these women’s identi-
ties lingered long after they ceased being new brides—“once a war bride 
always a war bride.” Firsthand experience of combat was not a requirement 
for the war to make an ongoing impact on these women’s lives.

The same conclusion—about the ongoing and fundamental impact of 
war on individuals’ lives—can be drawn about the Dutch children of Nazi 
collaborators that are the subject of Ismee Tames’s chapter. Tames’ new 
research has ramifi cations for the way we perceive and discuss the long-term 
consequences of war on identity and the legacies of victimhood. Her chap-
ter shows us how our understanding of children—as innocents to whom 
no “bad” things should happen, particularly not war—underpins our per-
ceptions of the impact of war on children. Tames’ children of Nazi collabo-
rators were not all innocents during the Second World War nor can they 
be cast solely as victims. However, in the postwar era, their experiences have 
been co-opted into a larger discourse on the legacies of “the war” in the 
Netherlands itself.

Until quite recently, the ways in which historians and the wider public 
conceived of their nation’s period of Nazi occupation was in terms of goed
(good) and fout (literally, “wrong,” by implication “on the (morally) wrong 
side”).21 In this conceptualization, everyone who fought or resisted the 
Nazis or who was victimized by them was goed. Those who, in any way, 
supported the occupiers was fout. In the immediate aftermath of the war, 
foute Netherlanders were identifi ed and labeled. This identity remained 
(and, in some cases, still remains) with them. Their children also suffered 
and came to be associated, labeled, and identifi ed with the “wrongs” of their 
parents (regardless of their own very real and actual war experiences). 
As adults themselves, some of them published memoirs about their war 
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experiences and postwar lives. Tames shows that in doing so they criticize 
wider society for victimizing and punishing them for the wartime “sins of 
their parents.” What Tames’ contribution asks us to do—as do those of 
Rosen and Buttsworth in subsequent chapters—is to reinvestigate the place 
of children in war and the legacies of war on our memories of childhood. 
Tames also shows how collective memories and national myths of particular 
confl icts can drown out and silence the voices of divergent war experiences, 
a theme that is echoed in Buttsworth’s chapter.

While on the face of it David Rosen’s analysis of literary representations 
of child soldiers focuses on the idea of children as warriors (or combatants), 
Rosen’s point is that even in literature about child soldiers the (Western and 
modern) idea that children cannot (and should not) be warriors remains. 
Rosen shows that Western discourses of advocacy begin with the premise 
that the construction of childhood innocence should be taken as a given 
and that children are always the victims of war. Such discourses, while 
absent from French and American literary representations of the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries right up until the First World War, are very much 
present in representations of child soldiers in Africa in the late twentieth 
century.22 In an interesting parallel with Potter’s work, Rosen discusses the 
fi gures of heroic child soldiers in fi ction about the American Revolution 
that was written during the Second World War. The character “Johnny 
Tremain” seems very much a part of the tradition that saw adolescents and 
young men don uniforms after the Civil War and represent the nation’s 
future military prowess. Rosen illustrates that the discourses dictating that 
sanctions should be directed against adults and not children are mired in 
the cultural specifi cities that defi ne exactly what is a “child.” Here he helps 
to contextualize the notion of “innocent childhood” that Tames uses as the 
integral theme to her chapter.

Rosen has skillfully woven connections between the real problems dog-
ging the United Nations’ attempts to protect children who become soldiers 
and their representation through literature. To do this he has examined 
three novels, all published for the Western market: Beasts of No Nations by 
Uzodinma Iweala, Moses, Citizen and Me by Delia Jarrett-Macauley, and 
Johnny Mad Dog by Emmanuel Dongala. In these works, the heroism of 
the child soldier from earlier literature is absent and, instead, we fi nd trau-
matized children whose psyches are even more wounded than their bodies. 
The agency of these children is always in doubt in these works, a refl ection 
of the ways in which recent histories have also dealt with children and war 
as Rosen pointed out in his recent book Armies of the Young. The ideal child 
is never a combatant, but we do not live in an ideal world, and combat is 
very real for many children. Are these children then corrupted, no longer 



16 ●  Sara Buttsworth and Maartje Abbenhuis

“ideal,” and, therefore, no longer worthy of protection? Or is it more 
important to acknowledge that the impact of war is not containable for 
children or adults?

Where Rosen uses children as subjects in adult literature about war, Sara 
Buttsworth, in her chapter on the picture book Lottie: Gallipoli Nurse,
assesses the ways in which war is represented in children’s literature in New 
Zealand in the early twenty-fi rst century. In her examination of Lottie,
Buttsworth highlights how wartime mythologies underpin the way in which 
New Zealand children are educated about their national history and the 
relevance of war in it. She explains how ANZAC23 mythology, which cen-
ters on the male (and largely white) combat soldier, his bravery, and fi ghting 
prowess in the face of the insurmountable odds at Gallipoli in 1915, 
remains central to New Zealand’s national identity (which is, incidentally, 
also true in Australia) in spite of its exclusionary and imperial origins. Her 
chapter analyzes how a picture book ideally placed to question and subvert 
the ANZAC myth actually reinforces it and, in doing so, offers its youthful 
audience no historically valid ways of “reading” about war or the past. 
Despite initial appearances, Lottie is not a story about professional nurses 
during the First World War. Instead, Lottie is a prop in her own story, 
which is a retelling of the ANZAC myth. Even more worrying is the ques-
tionable use of archival material by the author of Lottie and the anachro-
nistic and frequently careless illustrations that accompany the written text. 
Buttsworth admonishes the author, illustrator, and publisher for allowing 
such carelessness and inaccuracy to creep into this work of “faction,” when 
it is precisely children who need to obtain a balanced, accurate, and 
nuanced view of war. Buttsworth presages the strong activist message in 
Hall’s chapter on war toys, namely, that by not offering children a complex 
view of war and its role in society, we are in danger of seeing our children 
replicate and support the grand narratives and legends of war on which the 
many justifi cations for war in the Western world are built. What hope can 
children have of avoiding war in the future if they have no understanding 
of the multiple contexts of war in the past?

The last three chapters examine the experiences of pacifi sm and “peace-
time” activism, themes that Andersson also addresses in her chapter on 
Sweden in the interwar period. Both Penelope Adams Moon and Suellen 
Murray look at women’s activism for peace in the latter part of the twenti-
eth century. The alignment of women and peace movements in this collec-
tion was not premeditated, and we by no means wish to extend the binary 
stereotype that the Swedish Social Democratic women were so fond of—
that women are essentially more predisposed to pacifi sm than men. 
However, the connections between certain forms of peace activism and 
second-wave feminism in the twentieth century are worth teasing out as 
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further examples of the ways in which war impacts upon certain groups 
that have often been defi ned as noncombatant by virtue of their gender.

Beginning with a shocking and poignant story of a woman who set her-
self on fi re to protest the war that was beginning in Vietnam, Penelope 
Adams Moon’s chapter “We Aren’t Playing that Passive Role Any Longer” 
examines the struggles of women peace activists during the Vietnam War. In 
a protest culture that focused almost exclusively on the draft, women who 
were committed to peace found themselves ignored or working on the 
fringes. The combat soldier, or the potential combat soldier, marginalized all 
other voices and issues. As Adams Moon points out, women who protested 
against the Vietnam War did not always do so in different ways to men, but 
they did choose methods and activities that had relevance to their lives and 
to their understanding of being women. Crucially, Adams Moon establishes 
different kinds of feminine identity depending on class, race, ethnicity, and 
religion. All these women were opposed to the war, but they had slightly 
different reasons and different tactics depending on who, and where, they 
were. This research is extremely important in establishing the diffi culties 
women have participating in public politics in general and the politics of 
wartime in particular. The gender biases that privileged the male combatant 
soldier also privileged the male peace activist, lending many protests a mili-
tant air in spite of their pacifi st objectives. Women worked hard not only 
for peace but also for recognition that they too were affected by the war and 
that they too had a right not only to speak but also to be heard. Adams 
Moon’s work indicates too that there were as many divergent ways to experi-
ence peace and peace activism as there are ways to experience warfare.

Twenty years later in Australia, Cold War peace activism took on differ-
ent forms again when other groups of women’s peace activists faced similar 
struggles when they protested nuclear war and the presence of American 
nuclear naval ships in Australian waters. Suellen Murray, who was one of 
these activists, provides both an insider’s perspective and an acute analysis 
of the tactics the media and politicians used to trivialize and caricature the 
activities of these women. Murray looks at two geographically separated 
camps that both protested the presence of nuclear weaponry on Australian 
soil: the Pine Gap Women’s Peace Camp, held in central Australia in 1983, 
highlighted the presence of the United States base near Alice Springs, and, 
in 1984, the Sound Women’s Peace Camp, held south of Perth that opposed 
the presence of U.S. naval ships with nuclear capacity. The peace activists 
in Australia were a part of a bigger movement that also encompassed the 
protests at Greenham Common in England in 1981. The Australian media 
tended to trivialize the activities of the women and portrayed them as either 
maternal and irrational or radical and irrational. These women, who cared 
not only about their own lives but also about their country and the planet, 
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were portrayed as the lunatic fringe rather than as concerned citizens with 
a legitimate message. The politics of potential nuclear war were global in 
impact, and the women involved in antinuclear peace in Australia were 
acting locally against the impact of a war that would eliminate the need for 
soldiers altogether and indiscriminately wipe out entire populations.

“The War at Home” by Karen Hall brings together the themes of child-
hood and activism in her examination of the impact of military and war-
inspired toys and games. Clearly polemical in intent and tone, Hall urges 
us, as parents, to embrace and promote ambivalent war-play by our children 
and, by doing so, demolish the myths of “heroes” and “villains” upon which 
Western ideas about war are built. In this way, we instead focus on the 
destructive potential of the military-industrial complex that underpins the 
reality of war today. Hall acknowledges that the incursion of war toys into 
the playroom is a way of desensitizing children to war and conditioning 
them to its “normalcy.” Much like the spectacle of war that involved the 
whole family in America’s “Gilded Age,” playing at war has continued and 
is a part of many playrooms and computer consoles around the world. 
Future soldiers and citizens who accept the myths of “just wars” are still 
made through play and display nearly two centuries after the National 
Guard took part in its battlefi eld reenactments in the wake of the American 
Civil War. During the late twentieth and early twenty-fi rst centuries, war 
has increasingly been commodifi ed and is sold as a series of products to 
adults and children alike through the fi lms we see, the television programs 
we watch, the games we play, and the toys we buy. What Hall wishes us to 
do, however, is to recognize that precisely because we cannot shield our 
children from the omnipresence of war in our media-saturated societies, we 
should teach them to appreciate more than the binaries of “Us” versus 
“Them” so engrained in our ideas about warfare and raise them to be 
equally skeptical of “just war” mythologies. The vehicle Hall utilizes to 
promote these issues is an analysis of the fi lm Small Soldiers (1998) and its 
merchandising that representationally and literally brought warfare into the 
domestic sphere of the home.24 Small Soldiers not only pokes fun at the role 
of war in society, it also made its audience, young and old, rethink their 
position on militarism. Hall uses the fi lm as a way of encouraging different 
kinds of narratives and attitudes about war and war-play.

Conclusion

Children lose their youth too soon
Watching war made us immune.

The Dixie Chicks25
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In 2003 in the wake of the U.S. invasion of Iraq, Natalie Maines, the lead 
singer of the Dixie Chicks, made an off-the-cuff statement to a concert 
audience in London, disparaging President George W. Bush and by implica-
tion this unpopular war. As a result, many country music stations in the 
United States took the Dixie Chicks off their playlists, people protested, 
and the band received death threats. Maines was told she had better “Shut
up and sing or my life would be over.”26 The “freedom of speech” that is 
supposedly one of the tenets of U.S. society was only “fi ne if you don’t do 
it in public.”27 Other than making overt the kinds of censorship that were 
unoffi cially happening, the Dixie Chicks were also singing of a society that 
is groomed for war. The United States is not alone in this, as far away as 
New Zealand a century-old war also remains in public memory as the key 
defi ner of national identity. Similarly, in the Netherlands, a country proud 
of its historical neutrality, the Second World War is still the litmus test for 
“good” and “bad” Dutch citizens. War, even long after the guns are silenced 
in a particular confl ict, continues to affect noncombatants and former 
combatants on individual, societal, national, and global levels in direct and 
more subtle mediated ways.

We have made explicit some of the connections between the different 
contributions to this book. We wish to stress, however, that we also 
sought out an eclectic array of contributions to refl ect the eclectic and 
chaotic impacts that wars have, and have had, at myriad levels. While we, 
personally, have never been directly affected by war or exposed to combat, 
we are repeatedly affected by war and by the obsession our society seems 
to have for all things martial. Our children are also not exempt from the 
valorization of military culture and particular kinds of war stories. Will 
there be alternatives to Lottie: Gallipoli Nurse by the time Joseph and 
Elijah are in middle school? Will First World War myths continue to 
dominate peacetime twenty-fi rst century New Zealand? In an article on 
wartime photojournalism that we would dearly have liked to have 
included in our collection, Wendy Kozol cites Andrea Liss with specifi c 
reference to the Holocaust: “[T]he demand to never forget is not directed 
at survivors, who can never forget, but at those who never experienced 
the events.”28 But what is it exactly we are being exhorted “never to for-
get”? That millions died in conditions most of us cannot even conceive? 
Certainly. But what about the complex social and political circumstances 
that led to these atrocities? It is only a very particular kind of story that 
future populations and populations far removed from actual events are 
asked never to forget. Still, in being asked, even if they are so very distant, 
these noncombatants are also affected by the continuities, if not the totali-
ties, of war.
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CHAPTER 1

Gilt Epaulettes for a Gilded Age: 
Citizen Volunteers and Martial 

Culture in Post–Civil War New York

Mark A. Potter

Explorations of war commemoration in the Gilded Age of the United 
States have suggested a growing public infatuation with military his-
tory.1 Beginning in the early 1880s, veterans’ reunions, memoirs, and 

popular histories of the war had begun to infl uence the development of 
America’s patriotic culture. By the 1890s, Victorian Americans had eagerly 
read Civil War memoirs, fi ction, and poetry; visited Civil War battlefi elds; 
and dedicated public soldier monuments. The legacy of America’s martial 
past, in particular the American Civil War, heavily infl uenced developing 
ideals of citizenship and nationhood. War commemoration glorifi ed the 
martial achievements of American manhood and offered Victorian men the 
opportunity to reaffi rm their virility and vitality through patriotic connec-
tion with their martial forebears.2 By the century’s end, the cult of martial 
manhood in America was strong enough that hundreds of thousands of 
young men volunteered for service in the war with Spain in 1898. Most 
did not see active service, but the vehicles through which they volunteered 
were the state-based militia organizations that made up the nation’s part-
time military reserve, commonly known as the National Guard. In this 
chapter, I suggest that the National Guardsmen were an important but 
overlooked agent of late-nineteenth-century war commemoration and the 
popularization of martial ideals in the Gilded Age.

Of particular relevance to this collection is that the fascination with 
martial culture was a peacetime phenomenon—its development was largely 
supported by noncombatants, including those in the ranks of the Guard. 
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Apart from the veterans who joined Guard units after the Civil War and 
members of the few regiments that eventually saw service in 1898, the 
majority of Gilded Age Guardsmen never saw combat. Indeed, their knowl-
edge of war came from listening to the stories of veterans, absorbing repre-
sentations of war in popular culture, and participating in mock battles 
during their part-time military service. In the last decades of the century, 
increasing numbers of civilians with no direct military experience were 
drawn to service in the Guard. This trend refl ected a growing fascination 
with warfare that emerged from Civil War commemoration and the frater-
nal and martial attractions of Guard service.

The process of establishing warfare at the center of American life began 
soon after the Civil War’s end. Southern writers romanticized the Old South 
and celebrated the martial prowess of Confederate soldiers, a movement 
that became known as the Lost Cause.3 The victorious North was slower 
to recognize the importance of its martial heritage, but from the early 
1880s, veterans’ reunions and commemorative events aimed at reconciling 
both North and South occurred with increasing frequency. While veterans 
may have disagreed on the rights and wrongs of the confl ict, they found 
common ground in celebrating the martial prowess of American soldiers. 
Participation in these events gave the Guard a new national focus. 
Historians, however, have rarely looked at the Guard from this perspective. 
America’s citizen soldiers have been widely discussed in terms of the failure 
or success of U.S. military policy, viewed with contempt in relation to their 
military effectiveness, or examined in their role as instruments of social 
control, particularly during the industrial troubles of the late 1870s.4 These 
approaches have provided a convenient way to put the “national” into the 
National Guard.

The essential problem with making broad national claims about the 
Guard’s infl uence is that Guard units were refl ections of the local communi-
ties and state political structures that supported them. Jerry Cooper, a histo-
rian of the Guard, has noted that the “most signifi cant problem in writing 
the history of the militia and the National Guard . . . is to combine the 
purely local, then colonial or state experience, with that of Imperial or 
National history.”5 Paradoxically, much work remains to be done on both 
their importance to local communities and their role in social, cultural, and 
political issues of national scope. While New York Guardsmen, for example, 
represented the often parochial interests of their state, they were also heavily 
involved in the organization of the National Rifl e Association in the early 
1870s and campaigned for recognition of the Guard as the nation’s military 
reserve. Through their participation in commemorative events with a 
national focus, the martial pageantry of their displays, and their symbolic 
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and military associations with the Civil War, Guardsmen were infl uential 
in maintaining the centrality of war among late-nineteenth-century 
Americans. The Guard’s regular martial displays reinforced to an often 
enthusiastic public, which was steeped in the mythology of Americans at 
war, the view that the exemplar of martial manhood was the citizen volun-
teer, a view sustained through nationwide war commemoration.6

Alongside the dedicating of public soldiers’ monuments, writing mem-
oirs, and joining veterans’ organizations like the Grand Army of the 
Republic (GAR), veterans supported commemoration through reunions. 
Nonveteran Guardsmen and civilians were often present at these events. 
One of the earliest recorded reunions of Northern and Southern veterans 
occurred in 1881 when members of the 71st Regiment of the New York 
National Guard, the focus of this chapter, traveled to New Orleans to cele-
brate Mardi Gras with Southern veterans and militia. The historian Paul 
Buck, in his 1937 work The Road to Reunion, notes that the visit of the 
71st was the forerunner of the reunions of the 1880s and 1890s, which 
culminated “in two great spectacles,” the twenty-fi fth anniversary of the 
battle of Gettysburg in 1888 and the dedication of the national military 
park at Chickamauga and Chattanooga in 1895.7 The importance of this 
statement is that the experience of the 71st was not an isolated one and 
should be viewed against the broader background of a developing culture 
of commemoration and romantic sentiment about warfare, in which Guard 
units across the nation took part in events similar to those described here.

The 71st was formed in the 1850s as a volunteer militia unit in New 
York City and fought in the fi rst major engagement of the Civil War, at 
First Bull Run in 1861. For the remainder of the war, it served largely as a 
home guard force, although many of its members volunteered for duty in 
the Union army. In post–Civil War America, citizen volunteers were broadly 
known as National Guards although some states and many commentators 
still called them militia. New York, in fact, formalized the term “New York 
State National Guard” during the war, and the 71st became part of the 
offi cial civil-military apparatus of the state. As part of the Federal expedi-
tionary force sent to Cuba in 1898, it was the only Guard unit to fi ght at 
San Juan Hill alongside regiments of African American regulars and Teddy 
Roosevelt’s famous Rough Riders.8

This chapter, however, looks beyond the battle history of the regiment, 
placing it, and the Guard more broadly, within a framework of war com-
memoration, to explore the development of martial culture in the United 
States in the late nineteenth century. It examines the impact of war upon 
noncombatants: on the young Guardsmen who would never see battle but 
who were in day-to-day contact with veterans of the Civil War; on their 
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friends and families who socialized with them at Guard encampments; and 
on the public who became increasingly enthusiastic about their martial dis-
plays as the mood of commemoration, reunion, and adoration of America’s 
military past took hold in the 1880s and 1890s. Looking through the lens of 
a unit of citizen volunteers, a complex process of negotiated cultural memo-
ries is revealed, whereby regimental traditions of volunteering and Civil War 
service are mixed with a developing national patriotic martial culture.

Of broader relevance to this collection is that the celebration of a roman-
ticized martial past maintained the centrality of war for Victorian Americans 
and, by instilling martial ideals in civilian society, supported the rise of an 
industrialized and militarized United States after the Civil War. The martial 
enthusiasm behind the imperial adventures of the turn of the century has 
been seen as an immediate result of the late-nineteenth-century crisis of 
masculinity, whereby war was seen as a panacea to male effeminacy.9

Theodore Roosevelt warned that the “greatest danger that a long period of 
profound peace offers to a nation is that of [creating] effeminate tendencies 
in young men.”10 In response, Roosevelt and many other Victorian men 
looked for models of independent, vigorous manhood. The martial valor of 
Civil War soldiers was a perfect fi t. In this chapter I suggest an alternative 
view that the martial enthusiasm that supported America’s quest for empire 
in 1898 was the culmination of decades of war commemoration and a 
developing cultural identifi cation of national progress with the cultivation 
of martial ideals. This chapter contributes to our understanding of the ways 
in which societies utilize the martial enthusiasm of noncombatants in order 
to organize themselves for confl ict and encourage their youth to volunteer 
for war, which would become a key factor in the ability of western nations 
to fi ght the total wars of the twentieth century.

Commemoration

The American novelist Carl Sandburg, writing of his war service in 1898, 
remembered that over all of the volunteers in the war with Spain “was the 
shadow of the Civil War and the men who fought it to the end that had 
come only 33 years before our enlistment.”11 Sandburg’s observation 
reminds us that Victorian America was essentially a postwar world, in which 
the sacrifi ces of a highly destructive Civil War were still keenly felt and the 
martial and national legacy of the confl ict weighed heavily on the minds of 
postwar generations. Eugene S. Eunson, a major of the 71st, noted the dif-
fi culties facing the Guard in the years immediately after the Civil War. 
There was a reaction against the “militia” so that “in the popular estimation 
it was almost a discreditable thing to be a member.”12 None of the Guard 
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organizations in New York in the late 1860s were at full strength, and only 
one regiment, the 7th, had quarters that met the basic requirements of a 
regimental armory.13 Yet, as memories of the violence dimmed and veterans 
began to publish memoirs of their war service, volunteering regained some 
of its prewar appeal.

Studies of commemoration have concentrated mainly on the remembrance 
activities of veterans and the organizations that spoke for them, the Grand 
Army of the Republic, for example.14 These studies stress that in the last two 
decades of the nineteenth century, in a spirit of militaristic nationalism, vet-
erans from both North and South trod the path of reunion, glorifying and 
sentimentalizing the Civil War, and celebrating the prowess of the American 
soldier. Much of the history of sectional reunion concentrates on how the 
South came to terms with defeat, famously of course through the mythology 
of the Lost Cause, which romanticized the Old South. In the 1990s, however, 
historians such as Nina Silber, David W. Blight, and Kirk Savage sought to 
reassess how the North came to terms with victory and how this contributed 
to the reunion process. David W. Blight, in Race and Reunion, argued effec-
tively that sectional harmony and the martial valor of white soldiers emerged 
as a dominant motif of commemoration, veterans’ reunions, and memorial 
celebrations in the 1880s and 1890s. This was at the expense of competing 
narratives like those of slavery and emancipation.15

The participation of Guard units in these commemorative activities has 
generally been overlooked. Almost twenty years after they fought for the Union 
at First Bull Run, the 71st New York traveled to New Orleans at the invitation 
of Southern veterans and community leaders to participate in the Mardi Gras 
celebrations of 1881. Militia units from New Orleans, the Washington 
Artillery, for example, had also been present at First Bull Run. The journey 
was a chance for the 71st to confi rm its martial reputation, something to 
which the regiment clung tenaciously in the face of growing Lost Cause cele-
bration of Southern martial superiority, the tendency for the North to celebrate 
only its great victories, notably at Gettysburg, and the recruiting and fi nancial 
diffi culties faced by Guard formations in the immediate postwar environment. 
The establishment of a martial reputation during the Civil War, always a 
source of regimental and local pride, took on greater signifi cance as the process 
of reunion and reconciliation took hold in the 1880s.

The journey came at a time of increasing interest in New York in remem-
bering the Civil War and in the preservation of its heritage. In 1881, the 
New York Times noted that the “relics and records of the war have been too 
long neglected. It is high time that they were arranged and protected with 
a . . . reverent care worthy of the patriotism of our volunteer soldiery, worthy 
of the great State of New York.”16 The 71st’s journey, therefore, came at a 
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pivotal point on the path of sectional reunion and at a time of increasing 
public and government interest in the preservation of New York’s Civil War 
heritage. The members of the 71st were invited to New Orleans as guests of 
both the Louisiana State Militia and leading members of New Orleans’ 
society. The contingent consisted of two hundred rank-and-fi le volunteers 
along with fi ve veterans of Bull Run. The majority of the touring party were 
young Guardsmen with no direct experience of war. While taking note of 
the broader social and cultural environment of the journey, it is the interac-
tion of the veterans and their younger charges that is valuable in investigating 
the way in which regimental traditions and martial ideals of manhood were 
passed from one generation to another. This incident from the journey is an 
excellent illustration of this intergenerational legacy.

At Hammond, Louisiana, a detachment of the Washington Artillery 
welcomed the regiment with a 71-gun salute. Each man in the detachment 
was a veteran. Gentlemen of business and social prominence, they proceeded 
to exchange war stories with the veterans of the 71st.17 One of the artillery-
men said that he had a Yankee bullet in him somewhere, which he would 
like to present to a Northern veteran if he could only get it out. A member 
of the 71st, with tears in his eyes, declared that he had a piece of “Johnny” 
bullet in his thigh “and that he would give a thousand dollars to get both 
of them out so they could exchange. Then the two veterans went off to get 
a drink, and everybody within hearing, wished that they had a bullet in some 
portion of their body.”18 Though amusing, this account of the exchange of 
war stories is an important example of the way in which veterans imbued 
younger nonveteran members of the regiment with traditions and memories 
that would shape their views on reconciliation and warfare.

Another signifi cant event was attendance by the regiment at a ceremony 
to honor the Confederate dead. Arriving at Greenwood Cemetery, near the 
place where Andrew Jackson turned back the British in 1815, the regimen-
tal band played “Nearer My God to Thee” accompanied by the voices of 
several thousand spectators. The men of the regiment with reversed arms 
walked slowly around the Soldier’s Monument. The chaplain of the 71st 
regiment, Dr. Martyn, declared that generals Ulysses S. Grant and Robert 
E. Lee, Stonewall Jackson, and William Tecumseh Sherman would join the 
pantheon of American patriotism as would the host of men who fought on 
one side for the National idea and on the other for the Lost Cause.19 The 
use of “national idea,” that is, of one nation undivided, the Union, is 
instructive. On the one hand, the regiment was celebrating the martial 
prowess of soldiers from New York City, yet, on the other, their celebration 
is imbued with the language of patriotism and nationhood. This represents 
the formation of a national patriotic culture through commemoration of 
shared martial sacrifi ce.
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Here then is an early commemorative event, in which both veterans and 
younger Guardsmen took part, which gave meaning to the sacrifi ces of the 
Civil War generation. The ceremony foreshadowed the many commemora-
tions in the coming decades that stressed the brotherhood of all American 
soldiers regardless of the cause for which they fought. A Southern newspa-
per, the New Orleans Democrat, noted the signifi cance of Northern soldiers 
decorating the graves of Confederate dead at a place where Americans had 
earlier defended their nation against the British. We “know that the act will 
be productive of great good—proving to the Southern people that the men 
of the North are as magnanimous in peace as they found them brave in 
war.”20 Thus the salute both affi rmed the mutual bonds of soldierly sacrifi ce 
and valor essential to reunion and confi rmed the older national bonds of 
the citizen soldiery, bonds established in revolution, which were confi rmed 
through the mythology of a war of national defense. The expedition of the 
71st to New Orleans has signifi cance beyond Buck’s assessment of it and 
beyond its place as one of the fi rst veteran reunions. This was an active 
National Guard unit that included some veterans in its ranks but with the 
rank and fi le made up of nonveterans aged in their twenties and thirties. 
The veterans were handing down to non-veterans not just regimental tradi-
tions but also a particular remembrance of the war, shared through their 
stories and their interactions with their Southern counterparts.

One fi nal aspect of Guard commemorative activities to consider is their 
regular attendance at summer training encampments. Between 1881 and 
1892, every state revised its military code to establish organized, voluntary 
National Guard formations.21 These military codes mandated that Guard 
units undertake regular training in the fi eld. Summer training camps 
became commonplace and states petitioned the federal government for 
inspections and training by regular army offi cers. By 1887, 13 state summer 
camps received inspections by regulars. The philosophy behind sending 
Guardsmen to summer camps was not to train them to be able to suppress 
internal disorder but rather to ensure that the Guard was a well-equipped 
and disciplined organization ready to take the fi eld as the national reserve 
force.22 In doing so, the National Guard became a key part of United States 
military planning and in the process embedded the culture of military 
prowess in society. As a result, the prestige of the National Guard increased 
and young men who volunteered for duty in it represented the “ideal 
 citizen” in every sense.

While the most vital military function of state encampments was teach-
ing individual units how to operate together in a simulated battlefi eld 
environment, military periodicals espoused the moral and physical benefi ts 
of Guardsmen training together. Encampments promoted discipline and 
drill and imparted “a better knowledge of the requisite details of a soldier’s 
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life, than whole seasons of indoor instruction and practice in armories and 
arsenals.”23 Others noted that if Guardsmen from various states trained 
together, it would have national effects and “allay sectional prejudice, create 
new friendships, and weld the young soldiers of the Republic together indis-
solubly.”24 Thus, like participation in commemorative events, encampments 
encouraged a national focus among Guard units. Yet encampments took the 
civilian-military association much further than commemorations through 
the performance of war during mock battles and the attendance of civilians 
at these events. Mock battles allowed peacetime indulgence in shooting and 
fi ghting that was as close as the Guardsmen would get to the descriptions 
of war they read about in Civil War histories and memoirs. Encampments 
of both Guardsmen and veterans offered young men the opportunity to 
take the fi eld with the heroes of the war and thus further impart the martial 
traditions established in confl ict.

Encampments were also sites of commemoration, where young 
Guardsmen could experience a taste of military life while imagining that 
they were on a Civil War battlefi eld. The presence of veterans in the ranks 
and members of GAR sustained these imaginings. GAR posts sometimes 
camped with Guardsmen. At the New Jersey department encampments of 
1878, 1881, and 1883, veterans engaged in sham battles with New Jersey 
Guardsmen. GAR posts also engaged in shooting matches with Guardsmen.25

The reenactment of battle at GAR camps and the sham battles at Guard 
encampments transmitted an interpretation of the past, their “communica-
tive performance [providing] a dramatic vehicle for making rememberings 
in common possible.”26 Thus, encampments and battles were inducements 
to memory in which the participants and, to some extent, the observers had 
the momentary experience of being “in the past.”

This experience of being “in the past” could also be transmitted to 
observers. The proximity of encampments to major cities meant that they 
were in easy traveling distance of friends and family members of the 
Guardsmen. While friends and family would travel considerable distances 
to visit soldiers in camp, they did not need to go so far afi eld to witness 
martial displays of a military nature. When the city of New York took over 
responsibility for Van Cortlandt Park, north of Brooklyn, in the 1880s, it 
turned part of the park into a parade ground. While curlers and skaters 
used the park’s lake in the winter months, the park grounds also afforded 
excellent opportunity for fi eld exercises in warmer weather. Over a hundred 
acres of land could accommodate the maneuvers of thousands of men. The 
Army and Navy Journal proclaimed that the “opportunities afforded by this 
extensive parade ground . . . for military exercise on a scale unprecedented 
in this city or its vicinity will attract tens of thousands of spectators on 
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special occasions.” Hills overlooking the training area on its northern and 
western sides enabled “over a hundred thousand spectators” to see a “bril-
liant spectacle as infantry, cavalry and artillery go through their exercises or 
arranged in mimic battle.”27

Military spectacle such as this had a defi nite effect on both the reputation 
of the Guard and attitudes toward war and martial ideals. In 1887, the year 
of the Centennial of the Constitution, celebrations and parades were held 
across the country. The martial display that accompanied these commemora-
tive events had a signifi cant impact on public attitudes toward the military 
and in particular toward citizen soldiers. The Army and Navy Journal noted 
that citizens who had regarded citizen soldiers with indifference or contempt 
in the past “were so impressed that they made a complete change about” 
and were converted to the belief that “it is the citizen soldiery that is the 
greatest safeguard of the country or of the State in any emergency.”28 In 
Philadelphia, state militia and Guard organizations, regular army units, and 
veterans from both North and South were reviewed by President Grover 
Cleveland. The Philadelphia press reported that there “was something in the 
spectacle of the inspiring military display . . . that aroused and impressed 
upon the people not only the thought that Americans are a martial nation, 
but that a certain amount of martial training or service . . . is one of the 
duties of citizenship.” Furthermore, the display “had the effect of stirring 
up the military feeling and enthusiasm of thousands as nothing else could 
have done save a genuine call to arms.”29

Studies of Civil War commemoration have effectively dealt with the way 
in which the memories and commemorative activities of veterans romanticized 
war, leading to reverence of the volunteer soldier. This is only part of the story, 
however, albeit an important one. The veterans had fought their war. Their 
sons and grandsons had to fi nd their own tests. How were the ideals of martial 
manhood passed down through these generations? It was done partially 
through popular remembrance of the war and commemorative events like the 
New Orleans visit. But it was also sustained by the regular appearance of 
Guard units on the streets of New York and other major cities.

The Guard on Parade

The martial displays Guardsmen witnessed as boys and youths and partici-
pated in as young men promoted virtues of patriotism, organization, disci-
pline, skill with weapons, fraternity, and masculinity. Displays of martial 
manhood by National Guard units were regular events. Increasing interest 
in Guard membership, with its associated display and rituals, refl ected a 
more general tendency toward joining clubs and associations, in part a 
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 reaction to the growth and anonymity of the city, providing a haven from 
both domestic life and the stresses of the modern city.30 Parading was also 
a reaction to this change. Fraternal organizations, unions, temperance soci-
eties, and ethnic associations were among the many that regularly paraded. 
In 1888, Harper’s Weekly noted that the militia “differ in degree, though not 
in kind, from those orders, for keeping secrets, or for encouraging a distaste 
for strong drink, which also wear bright and attractive regalia, and go about 
in processions, with banners and music, and a pomp that cannot be distin-
guished at a distance from real war.”31 However, interest in martial display 
coincided with a wider concern in the late nineteenth century for the virility 
of the American people and an emerging interest in history and warfare.

When the 71st returned from New Orleans to New York in 1881, the 
reception it received illustrates the powerful patriotic associations that could 
be created in the minds of spectators observing such events. The Army and 
Navy Journal reported that the men, faces bronzed, appeared like veterans 
and reminded onlookers of “days long past, when the heroes of many a hard 
fought fi eld marched up Broadway on their return from the war.” The recep-
tion they received on their return from the South indicated that their mis-
sion, “ to cement the friendship of the soldiers, North and South, was most 
fully appreciated by the people of New York City.”32 The regiment’s return 
was heavily steeped in the symbolism of war, echoing the return of the vic-
torious Union regiments in 1865. Yet it was also the celebration of the 
beginnings of the reunion between North and South and hence was as a 
force of regional and national progress. The ability to arouse people’s patrio-
tism and, thus, affect attitudes toward other sections of the nation was a 
potent force of reunion sentiment and popularization of martial culture.

The martial displays of citizen soldiers—parades, shooting contests, 
mock or sham battles, balls and concerts in regimental armories, and par-
ticipation in commemorative activities—connected the manly cultivation of 
martial ideals with national progress. Their uniforms and displays of skill 
with weapons, while presenting an image of powerful manhood also 
refl ected a psychological need to be “in control” both physically and mor-
ally. This need extended to technology, symbolizing their individuality and 
autonomy from market and social forces as well as their mastery of modern 
weaponry; their bodies, thus showing the manly discipline required for suc-
cess in life; and the social space of the streets they paraded in, which helped 
to defi ne the boundaries of citizenship and public order. As public spaces, 
the main thoroughfares of New York provided not only corridors for trans-
portation but were also, as Mona Domosh has noted, “sites for the displays 
of social class and political power.” Because it extended the whole length of 
Manhattan, Broadway was the “grand boulevard of display.”33
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The 71st marched along Broadway regularly, going to and returning 
from war in 1861 and 1898, on their regular intrastate and interstate visits 
to participate in reunions and Guard training exercises, but most often to 
participate in parades during local and national days of celebration and 
commemoration. While not many cities could compete with Broadway in 
terms of its ability to show off parading Guardsmen to thousands of specta-
tors, parades played a signifi cant role in the ceremonial and celebrative life 
of most American cities. Indeed, parades were a primary form of public 
entertainment in the nineteenth century.34 On festive occasions, holidays, 
and during important local, state, and national events, regiments, brigades, 
and divisions of National Guardsmen and militia would march through the 
streets in front of large crowds.

After a parade by the 71st New York Guardsmen in 1871, the Army and 
Navy Journal noted that the regiment was “the most manly organization in 
the National Guard; scarcely a member is without a beard; and as they 
appeared on this occasion in their full dress, they well deserved and cer-
tainly gained the admiration of all observers.”35 While it was not unusual 
for a military periodical to describe a unit in this way, the description is 
signifi cant in defi ning the regiment’s overt signs of manhood: fi ne parading, 
facial hair, and full-dress uniforms. While the uniform held great impor-
tance to the wearer, its signifi cance stems as much from the symbolic asso-
ciations it had for the audience. Through a process of myth-making and 
abstraction, uniforms became a system of “sartorial codes.” These codes 
functioned as a “vocabulary of stereotypes” by which the observer concep-
tualized their world. Uniforms then were overtly political, visually confi rm-
ing perceptions of state authority, national military strength, and the martial 
prowess of the American male.36 In the 1880s, the state of New York 
adopted a regulation blue uniform for all its Guard units. The sight of the 
Guard parading in blue had patriotic connotations, blue being the color of 
the uniforms of the victorious Union army. As well as presenting an image 
of a unifi ed state Guard, the sight of soldiers parading in blue uniforms 
carried powerful associations of martial prowess and national progress, and 
thus were an effective public display of both patriotism and nationalism.

Martial spectacle was also a vital recruiting tool, with much competition 
between the city’s Guard organizations for the best young men to join their 
ranks. Importantly, it was the masculine prestige and sexual attractiveness 
attached to being a Guard, as much as a sense of patriotism, that drew 
many young men to volunteer for service. When the 71st traveled to New 
Orleans, they stopped in Cincinnati en route. The marching of the unit “in 
perfect order” down Fourth Street under the “glances of the hundreds of 
Ohio ladies,” the men’s blue coats, red blankets, and shiny Remington 
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breechloaders, presented a brilliant appearance that “will long be remem-
bered.”37 The regiment’s martial bearing and shiny rifl es symbolized 
American martial prowess and indeed the virility of the men themselves. 
The uniforms of the Guardsmen helped to underline “socially defi ned 
expectations for behaviour,”38 which was both gendered and conformist and 
reinforced links between militarism, masculinity, and citizenship. The uni-
forms and disciplined display of young men bonded by the fraternity of the 
regiment and the patriotic ties of service exemplifi ed, as Susan Davis has 
noted, “all a male citizen should hope to be.”39

The parades of Guard organizations, especially when connected to com-
memorative events, contributed to the formation of a national patriotic cul-
ture. War commemoration became intimately connected to the portrayal of 
martial manhood and the emerging connection of martial ideals with nation-
alism that would reach its fullest expression with the national reconciliation 
engendered by war with Spain in 1898. That the Civil War had a deep-
seated impact upon American attitudes toward war and ideals of manhood 
is evident in the attitudes of volunteers in 1898, which were conditioned by 
indoctrination into the martial culture of the United States. The promotion 
of martial manhood was assisted not only by war commemoration but also 
by a general interest in war and violence as the century drew to a close.40

Games depicting war were enjoyed by family members of all ages, apparently 
untroubled by grisly images of bloodshed. The popularity of board games 
inspired by war refl ected a late-nineteenth-century fascination with violence 
and with current events and foreign affairs. In 1895, Parker Brothers pro-
duced the “Game of Napoleon: The Little Corporal,” while “Mimic War” 
contained a box of 30 military fi gures with a cover depicting the Franco-
Prussian confl ict, although the fi gures were in the costumes of 1898.41

Thus, before the real war in 1898, there were many fantasy wars played 
out by boys, youths, and military-minded men. They were played out in 
mock battles at Guard encampments, through reading newspapers and mili-
tary and popular periodicals with their description of the world’s armies and 
navies, regular comparisons of the strengths of other countries’ forces and 
fi ctional accounts of future battles, and in the continued popular interest in 
reminiscences of warfare. Carl Sandburg remembered the importance of 
history books in his early education. He read J. T. Headley’s Napoleon and 
His Marshals and John Abbot’s The History of Napoleon Bonaparte to “see 
what kind of fi ghter he was.” His favorite history books, however, were the 
series by Charles Carleton Coffi ns. Coffi ns’s The Boys of ’76 made Sandburg 
feel like he “could have been a boy in the days of George Washington and 
watched him on a horse, a good rider sitting easy and straight, at the head 
of a line of ragged soldiers with shotguns.”42 Sandburg and his childhood 
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friends were indoctrinated by popular culture, marching veterans, and 
Guardsmen into the masculine affairs of adventure and warfare.

The growing interest in the possibility of a major war in the 1890s was 
noted by the literary journal The Bookman. The journal noted that there was 
“no more striking proof” of the drift toward war than “the extraordinary 
amount of space devoted by editors and publishers to the discussion of mili-
tary themes.” However, the “feverishness of public sentiment and the grow-
ing interest in whatever relates to battle” were not confi ned to the United 
States, but were common to all the “Western peoples.” The writer’s justifi ca-
tion for this goes right to the heart of the appeal of warfare to young men 
seeking to test their manhood. War was the only game “that can thrill the 
nerves and give the fullest play to the emotions.”43 The Bookman succinctly 
describes the process of remembering and forgetting that had taken place 
during the three decades that had passed since the end of the Civil War.

Describing New York National Guardsmen going to their encampments 
in May of 1898, Vaughan Kester notes the responsibility felt by the sons 
to accept the mantle handed down by veterans. “A new generation had 
arisen since the Civil War. The battles, if they came, were to be fought by 
the sons of those who had fought before . . . The musket and the sword 
had passed from sire to son.” Kester revealed that while all were “eager for 
the actual scenes and experiences of war and the grim reality of battles,” it 
was through no “personal love of strife or confl ict.” They were motivated 
by “an eagerness to prove their worth, a desire to pass the test, to escape 
from the last doubt, to become indeed tried soldiers.”44 Volunteers believed 
they owed a debt to the Civil War generation and envied their place in 
history. Private Charles Johnson Post of the 71st, recalled the regiment’s 
return from Cuba in 1898:

I could imagine it as it was in the days of Sherman and Grant and Lincoln, 
and see that last parade of the “Boys in Blue,” with the Civil War that had 
closed but thirty years before. I could see the ranks, tanned and grizzled, of 
veterans of great battles, and rugged campaigns that had made history, men 
who faced death and survived. I envied those veterans their memories, and 
their great parade.45

Post was only 24 when he volunteered for service in 1898, so he could 
only imagine the grand parades at the Civil War’s end. However, as a young 
man growing up in New York, he would regularly have witnessed many 
parades and other displays of a martial nature. The sight of marching men, 
veterans and Guardsmen alike, in blue uniforms was marked on Post’s mind 
as symbolic of American military prowess and martial manhood.
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A. Maurice Low in an article on the volunteers of 1898 noted that while 
“it is easy to create armies on paper, soldiers, unlike poets, are not born, but 
made, and . . . the process of manufacture is a slow and diffi cult one.”46 The 
process by which large numbers of Americans from many sections and com-
munities accepted martial ideals of manhood and supported war in 1898 has 
been widely documented. However, the Guard’s role in that process has not 
been. The 71st New York played a pivotal role in the dissemination of mar-
tial ideals to the wider community of New York City and surrounding states 
throughout the postwar period. While displays were often on a smaller scale 
than those presented by the 15,000 members of the New York Guard, they 
were regular events that promoted nationalism, sectional reconciliation, the 
military power of the State, and ideals of manhood.

Conclusion

Efforts to improve the martial effi ciency of Guard organizations in the late 
nineteenth century paralleled calls for increased effi ciency in society in 
general and were in effect designed to make the “best” soldiers from the 
“best” citizens.47 Military academies, the growth of professionalism in sport 
and business, and the multiplication of expert professions all point to the 
increasing signifi cance of technical expertise, both in the military and in 
Gilded Age civilian society.48 In short, bureaucratic techniques of organiza-
tion, rationality, and advances in weaponry and logistics were applied to the 
making of war. Indeed, as powerful as long-range weaponry was becoming, 
“it was the social technique of bureaucratically rationalized violence” that 
enabled Western nations to succeed in their colonial ambitions.49 Personal 
heroism seemingly had little to offer in the face of industrialized warfare. 
Yet, the imagery of masculine heroism, promoted through war commemo-
ration and the martial displays of Guardsmen, had important cultural and 
organizational effects, in terms of preparing men for war and providing 
them with cohesion in battle.

The patriotic response of citizen soldiers in 1898 to the war with Spain 
was not just a reaction to the immediate social conditions of the 1890s. It 
was the culmination of decades of war commemoration and a developing 
cultural identifi cation of national progress with the manly cultivation of 
martial ideals during peacetime. Part of this process was the incubation of 
martial ideals in the National Guard and their propagation to the wider 
public through regular martial displays from the end of the Civil War. The 
image of the American citizen soldier as heroic warrior would be utilized in 
the coming century to raise armies and fi ght modern total wars. The promo-
tion of martial manhood through commemoration and martial display was 



Gilt Epaulettes for a Gilded Age  ●  37

a powerful social force that incubated martial ideals of citizenship and 
national progress through warfare. It promoted nationalist patriotism among 
noncombatants and was a signifi cant factor in preparing the nation psycho-
logically for both reunion between North and South and popular involve-
ment in the Spanish-American War. The National Guard, therefore, played 
a key part in promoting the culture of war in Gilded Age United States and 
in reinforcing traditional ideas about men as warriors and soldiers.
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CHAPTER 2

Patterns from the Guardians of 
Neutrality: Women Social Democrats 

in Sweden and Their Resistance 
against Civil Defense, 1939–1940

Irene Andersson

T  he Swedish Federation of Women Social Democrats was formed at 
the beginning of the twentieth century with the intention of support-
ing but also infl uencing the politics of the Social Democratic Party.

The Federation advocated the same antimilitarist and pacifi st standpoint as 
the party but was always seen as the most pacifi st of the party’s affi liations.1

Swedish women gained the voting rights in 1921, and the Federation grew 
rapidly during the 1930s, when the Social Democratic Party ran the Swedish 
government. The Social Democratic women became an important voice in 
Swedish politics. They debated the declining birthrate, work prohibitions for 
married women, skilled and professional women’s positions in society, and 
women’s possibilities to be elected as members of parliament. In the 1930s, 
these issues were discussed in the global context of increasingly unstable 
international relations and the imminent threat of war. The potential for 
confl ict ran over into domestic policy, forcing the discussion of such issues as 
the growing militarization of society in preparation for a possible future con-
fl ict, including civil defense, gas masks, and air-raid precautions. The 
Federation believed in the need to defend their country but also to defend 
fundamental political standpoints such as neutrality, international coopera-
tion, antimilitarism, and pacifi sm. The juxtapositions between the needs for 
defense and the pacifi st standpoints of the women offered very real political 
and personal dilemmas, particularly when the Second World War drew in 
Sweden’s nearest neighbors and threatened the nation’s avowed neutrality.
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According to the April 1939 issue of Morgonbris (Morning Breeze), the 
publishing organ of the Swedish Federation of Women Social Democrats, 
“the majority of women” had long been pacifi sts. However, Morgonbris
simultaneously asserted that the potential for Sweden and Europe as a whole 
to be plunged into a state of “total war” challenged this perception. As a 
result, despite living in a neutral country, Swedish women and children, who 
had previously felt themselves safe, must prepare themselves for the potential 
dangers of becoming immediate targets of war, particularly of aerial warfare. 
If Sweden went to war, the technological and ideological developments that 
characterized modern warfare would inevitably draw women (and their 
families) in, whether they were pacifi sts or not. It was, therefore, important 
that they familiarized themselves with the civil defense system, such as using 
shelters and gas masks, helping out with fi rst aid, and implementing air-raid 
precautions.2 “Preparation for the worst” was the message that the Federation 
communicated to its readers on the eve of war.

A year later, when all Sweden’s neighbors were either occupied or at war, 
Morgonbris published an advertisement encouraging women and their fami-
lies to subscribe to defense loans. The advertisement’s text appropriated the 
same references—to the past and to peace—as the Federation’s prewar 
publications that exhorted total pacifi sm. Before 1939, peace and the estab-
lishment of good relations between peoples had been the primary goal of 
the Women Social Democrats who opposed military expenditure of any 
kind. However, when Sweden’s neighbors began to be threatened, attacked, 
and occupied by foreign powers, these pacifi st ideals were seconded to 
ensuring Sweden’s self-defense, so that freedom and democracy could be 
saved for the future. Improving social conditions within Sweden became, 
in the eyes of the Federation, just as irresponsible and frivolous in wartime 
as redecorating your home or buying new furniture.3

The aim of this chapter is to understand how this major attitudinal shift 
from staunch antimilitarism to active engagement in the civil defense came 
about. On the eve of war in 1939, the Federation of Women Social 
Democrats, with its 648 branches and 26,307 members, faced numerous 
challenges in considering the mobilization of the Swedish population for 
war.4 The chapter deals with the Federation’s actions in response to the 
invasion of Sweden’s neighbors by Germany and the USSR from September 
1939 onwards. It analyzes the changing attitude of the antimilitarist 
Federation to civil defense during the fi rst year of mobilization (1939 to 
1940). It also looks at the ways in which the women Social Democrats 
promoted national and civil defense initiatives (such as coordinating air-raid 
drills and knitting socks and rifl e mittens for National Guard soldiers) from 
their ambivalent positions toward defense and defense propaganda. 
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Furthermore, the chapter focuses on the challenges facing the Federation in 
fi nding a place for “traditional” women’s wartime tasks and the demands of 
modern professional and trained women within women’s public emergency 
work. All these issues highlight, above all, that even in a nation removed 
from war, as neutral Sweden ostensibly was before and during the Second 
World War, war concerns, defense issues, and other military matters were a 
pressing concern to Sweden’s citizenry.

Antimilitarism and Working for Peace in the 1920s and 1930s 

By 1939, Social Democratic women in Sweden had a long tradition of work-
ing for peace, and they had chosen various allies in their work. In addition 
to being loyal to the antimilitaristic attitude of their own party, they cooper-
ated with socialist women in other countries, especially for International 
Women’s Day (held annually around 8 March since the early 1900s). They 
also joined together in broad coalitions for peace with liberal women in 
Sweden.5 Knowledge of the Swedish Federation of Women Social Democrats’ 
cooperation, pacifi st activities, and attitudes in the years since their founda-
tion is crucial to the broader understanding of some of the problems that 
emerged with regard to Sweden’s mobilization for the Second World War.

As early as the First World War, Social Democratic women played key 
roles in promoting peace and pacifi sm. Prominent Social Democratic 
women, such as Anna Lindhagen, Signe Svensson (Vessman), Anna Sterky, 
and Agda Östlund, took part in the “Women’s Peace Sunday” action in 
1915, an antiwar campaign that drew in women from the entire political 
spectrum, including liberals and conservatives. The action gathered 88,000 
women who, in 343 different places throughout the country, agreed on a 
demand for neutral mediation between the warring parties. The address that 
was read out at all 343 peace meetings that Sunday noted that it would be 
unnatural for civilized countries to “periodically enter a state of war with 
intervals of peace that would be used for rearmament.” Instead, a new order 
must be established where “representatives of people of all countries” are 
provided with the opportunity to control foreign policy and disputes 
between countries are decided through arbitration—not fi ghting.6 Such 
actions were not extraordinary during the First World War; women in 
neutral countries throughout Europe clamored for peace and undertook all 
manner of initiatives to bring about an early end to the war and suffering. 
For the Federation of Women Social Democrats in Sweden, particularly, it 
sparked a long-term focus on pacifi sm and peace issues.

At the end of 1918, in conjunction with President Wilson’s attendance at 
the peace negotiations in Europe, the Central Co-operation Committee of 
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the women’s peace organizations collected names in support of Wilson’s peace 
program. The Federation of Women Social Democrats was one of many 
women’s groups represented in the Central Committee, alongside the Swedish 
Section of the International Women’s Committee for Lasting Peace, the peace 
division of the White Ribbon Society, the Swedish women teachers’ peace 
group, the committees of the National Association for Women’s Political 
Suffrage, and the Liberal Women’s Organization. A large public meeting was 
held in January 1919, and nearly 50,000 women’s names were collected from 
all around the country in support of a just peace built on legal legislation, 
arbitration between nations, and the abolition of militarism.7 In the immedi-
ate aftermath of the First World War and despite Sweden’s neutrality in that 
war, Sweden’s women called for universal peace. The Federation of Women 
Social Democrats, despite their radicalism in other areas, upheld a conven-
tional message in this respect. Furthermore, much of the Federation’s activities 
with regard to peace and antimilitarism remained within the shadow of the 
wider Social Democratic Party’s initiatives. Nevertheless, it did so from a 
particular women’s perspective and within the network of women’s peace 
movements that had been so vocal during the First World War.

During the election campaign of 1924, the defense issue was a major 
preoccupation in Swedish politics. Importantly, this was the fi rst time since 
the introduction of women’s suffrage in 1921 that women had the oppor-
tunity to participate in an election where defense issues were debated. 
Within the context of this charged atmosphere, the Federation rallied 
around the slogan “No More War” and organized another Peace Sunday. 
The August 1921 issue of Morgonbris was dedicated entirely to the message 
of peace and reported not only that a peace demonstration would be held 
but also that the executive committee of the Social Democratic Party had 
designed a badge with a palm leaf for peace. It also recommended that a 
joint action group against militarism be formed.8 In a separate circular, the 
committee of the Federation of Women Social Democrats appealed to all 
their members to attend the big peace demonstration without fail. The text 
stressed that most women had always abhorred war and desired peace and 
that it was disarmament, in an international attitude of mutual understand-
ing and cooperation, that would pave the way to lasting peace.9

While the Federation of Women Social Democrats lent its support to 
antimilitarism, the Social Democrat prime minister Richard Sandler at the 
same time encouraged the women to come up with something new in the 
sphere of peace, now that women were able to use their right to vote and 
thus were participating in public life. He was of the opinion that they 
should not resemble the men too closely; instead, they should be indepen-
dent and make their own statements regarding peace work. He delivered 
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this message during an information week sponsored by the Swedish branch 
of the Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom in January 
1925.10 As mentioned above, women’s suffrage in Sweden came about late, 
and in 1924, when the defense issue was at stake, the women had only had 
the opportunity to vote once before in 1921. The result of the election of 
the Swedish Social Democrats in 1924 was a huge reduction in the Swedish 
defense system. In the following year, the Swedish Women’s Left Wing 
Federation took a more radical pacifi st standpoint as a result of Sandler’s 
encouragement to march to the beat of their own drum.

To celebrate International Women’s Day in 1930, the committee of the 
Federation of Women Social Democrats offered their local branches peace 
fl owers to sell with the accompanying tag “Women’s unanimous 
 contribution—the assurance of peace” and hoped that within every branch 
a separate peace group would be formed.11 During the same year, the com-
mittee of the Federation also recommended that local branches order a 
course of study on peace issues from the Workers’ Educational Association, 
which included the following subjects: “the necessity for peace work,” “the 
causes of war,” and “the elimination of war through peace work.”12

Although the study of peace was crucial to the Federation of Women 
Social Democrats, it was already apparent by 1934 that issues of war, mili-
tarism, and peace had to be handled with care. For example, when “The 
International” in 1934 appealed to all its affi liates to protest against the rise 
in armaments, the Federation adopted a “wait-and-see” policy. In their dis-
cussion following the appeal, Social Democratic women came to more fully 
comprehend the changes in the international situation that necessitated an 
in-depth discussion of the “military issue” in the immediate future. Up until 
1934, the Federation had been interested in peace work, both in national 
and international arenas, but mostly in the shadow of the party. In the 
mid- to late 1930s, however, the situation in the world changed, the 
Federation grew rapidly, and took more independent steps.

From Peace Activism to Civil Defense Protests

The need for a civil defense strategy in Sweden was not investigated until 
1936, and a law regulating civil defense did not appear until a year later. In 
1934, while the appeal for international cooperation on peace was unfolding, 
Swedish authorities had not yet taken any measures concerning the vulnera-
bility of the civilian population in the eventuality of aerial  warfare. The issue 
of the necessity of civil defense and what it entailed remained unsettled and, 
thus, was open to debate. Initially, it was only the Red Cross who printed a 
pamphlet telling civilians how to protect themselves in case of attack.13
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During the early 1930s representatives of the various women’s peace 
movements—but not the Federation itself—carried on a fi erce dialogue 
with representatives of the army as to whether it was actually possible to 
build up a suffi ciently satisfactory civil defense. The Swedish Women Left 
Wing Federation and the Swedish branch of the Women’s International 
League for Peace and Freedom, for example, argued that gas masks were 
few and expensive and that air-raid shelters offered insuffi cient protection 
against chemical weapons. Because women made up at least half of the 
civilian community that was thenceforth to become involved in the prepa-
rations for war, these two organizations believed that it was time for women 
to take a stand.14 While it was not immediately involved in these discus-
sions, the Federation of Women Social Democrats was conscious of the 
debate and acknowledged that there was a need to discuss the role of civil 
defense in Swedish society. When, in 1935, they launched the campaign 
“Women’s outlook on society—The future of humanity,” they used a poster 
that depicted a group of schoolchildren wearing gas masks. The text pointed 
out that Social Democratic women in all countries had a vital role in bring-
ing about world peace and general disarmament:

If women’s outlook on society had been strongly directed against the war, 
would the future of the human race look as it does now? If Social Democracy 
had been strongly established among women in all countries, would the 
future of the human race look as it does now? No! All countries would have 
had governments that would have been better versed in peace work and the 
representatives in Geneva would be concentrating on disarmament in all 
countries instead of on rearmament and the spreading of new methods of 
warfare that are devastating to humans.15

The Federation of Women Social Democrats was, therefore, keenly aware 
of the function of war and militarism in the Western world. Its members 
were, above all, antimilitary and propeace. In the context of the rising 
international tensions of the mid-1930s, however, it was one thing to 
acknowledge the barbarity of war and the necessity to abolish the produc-
tion of armaments, and it was quite another to ignore the potential realities 
of future war for Sweden and Swedish women.

Where is Our Lysistrata?

The Federation of Women Social Democrats celebrated thirty years of pub-
lishing the newspaper Morgonbris in 1934 with events all over the country 
and took the opportunity within these festivities to make a statement against 
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war and militarism. In Stockholm, Aristophanes’ play Lysistrata formed an 
important part of the celebrations.16 At one showing of the play, Federation 
members occupied the entire Dramaten, the Swedish National Theater. The 
program began with a separate prologue about the Federation’s battle against 
war and violence and their fi ght for freedom and democracy.17 Subsequently, 
three women discussed their refl ections on the performance in Morgonbris 
under the heading of “Where is Our Lysistrata? Is a Modern Repetition of 
Lysistrata Conceivable?” The poet Karin Boye answered the question by say-
ing that it was a myth that there was some form of a “woman’s special 
peacefulness” that crossed class boundaries and stood women apart from 
supposedly “militarized” men. However, since the sexes played different roles 
in the mobilization for warfare, her opinion was that women should, as far 
as possible, show solidarity with one another in opposing all war. They could 
fi nd the strength to achieve this in embracing the myth and symbol of 
Lysistrata. Another contributor, the party secretary Hulda Flood, however, 
was skeptical about the possibility of a joint peace action among women. 
She opined that during the First World War women had not been asked 
their opinions about war, but since then many nations had granted women 
the right to vote. The impact of women’s votes was bound to be diluted, 
however, by the continuing centrality of men in positions of power through-
out the world and the fact that many women relied on men’s political deci-
sions while occupying themselves with the trivial tasks of decorating their 
homes. However, Flood did think that perhaps concern over the situation 
in the world today could bring women together and make them conscious 
of the dangers of war and militarism. Dr. Andrea Andréen, a member of the 
Swedish Women Left Wing Federation and a Social Democrat, held a more 
positive view. She considered that men were more taken with the simple 
weapons of Lysistrata’s times than with those of modern war technology and 
that modern technology thus was on the side of modern women. In addi-
tion, women were now in a position where they had technical assistance that 
gave them the power of refusing to bear children at times when violence was 
prevalent.18 The message of the drama Lysistrata, women refusing to make 
love to men as a protest against war, could in a Swedish context be seen as 
a political statement and as an explanation of the low birthrate. However, it 
could also be interpreted as an invitation to women to act against war. That
Morgonbris published three such varying opinions of the play and of the role 
women should take in countering war illustrates the array of opinions preva-
lent within the Federation. That there was no singular unifi ed standpoint 
among individual members heightened the ambivalence of the Federation 
with regard to taking a clear stand on issues of vital importance to Sweden’s 
national defense.
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Still, it did not stop women Social Democrats from protesting the exis-
tence of war and militarism in the name of Lysistrata, which they did by 
supporting the collective action entitled “Women’s unarmed revolt against 
war” during the summer of 1935.19 Essentially, the gathering was a protest 
against both the rearmament of Sweden and plans for building up civil 
defense. The promoters did not consider that it would be possible to protect 
civilians in the event of chemical warfare. Therefore, if women unanimously 
refused to use gas masks and refused to go down into shelters in the event 
of air attacks, then men would become aware of their responsibility, lay 
down their weapons, and return to the negotiating tables. War could, 
thereby, be prevented.

Since war was not imminent in 1935 (at least from Sweden’s point of 
view), the Swedish Women’s Left Wing Federation and the Swedish branch 
of the Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom organized an 
election for a representative women’s assembly that would prepare a resolu-
tion to be sent to the League of Nations. Approximately 20,000 women 
took part in this process, and the elected assembly duly demanded of the 
League of Nations that the adjourned Disarmament Conference should be 
resummoned and that the League should do everything to secure world 
peace. A delegation traveled to Geneva to present the resolution to delegates 
at the next general meeting of the League of Nations and to try to start an 
international revolt among women against war. The election was not an 
initiative of the Federation of Women Social Democrats, although Signe 
Vessman, the president of the Federation, and Kaj Andersson, the editor of 
Morgonbris, did participate. Other prominent Social Democratic partici-
pants included Hulda Flood, Signe Höjer, Ulla Alm [Lindström], Alva 
Myrdal, Herta Wirén, and Disa Västberg.20

Such protests achieved little, however. In 1936 the government initiated 
an investigation into civil air defense. The National Air Defense Association 
and the fi rst voluntary civil air defense associations were also established in 
Sweden at that time. Laws concerning civil air defense were passed in 1937, 
and in 1938, the right of disposition law was passed, which allowed munici-
pal authorities to commandeer personnel for civil defense duty in time of 
need.21 Despite the initial actions against civil defense taken by women’s 
groups, including the Federation, by the late 1930s protests about the 
appropriateness of civil defense declined. Only a very few women, mostly 
from the radical Swedish Women’s Left Wing Federation, continued to 
discuss the possibility of individual acts of defi ance and protest, such as 
refusing to dim their lights or covering their windows with dark curtains 
during air raids.22 It seems that even the more resolute of antimilitary 
women had quickly (if not quietly) become accustomed to the fact that if 
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war came, no amount of passive or active protest by them would actually 
stop the bombs from falling.

Our Purpose Is Not to Become Cannon-Firing Women

Although the Federation of Women Social Democrats joined the protest 
“Women’s revolt against war” and took the most antimilitaristic stand in 
the Social Democratic Party, its members, on the whole, did not identify 
themselves as radical pacifi sts. Historically, they had, however, viewed 
humanitarian groups, such as the International Society of the Red Cross, 
as defense organizations focused on war rather than on peace. As a result, 
membership of the Federation all but precluded simultaneous membership 
of the Red Cross. However, with the mobilization of Sweden and the Soviet 
attack on Finland in 1939, the Federation changed its offi cial position 
toward defense organizations such as the Red Cross and the Sweden 
Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps.

The issue was not a simple one, but it was also not unprecedented. During 
the First World War and again in connection with a shooting in Ådalen in 
1931, Swedish women of antimilitarist and pacifi st principles had been forced 
to reexamine their position on civil defense and their refusal to support the 
bearing of arms. In 1915, when two members of the party from Malmberget 
in the north of Sweden had joined the women’s association of the Red Cross, 
the affected local branch placed the matter before the central committee in 
Stockholm, who discussed whether membership in the Red Cross constituted 
grounds for exclusion. The Red Cross was seen as an organization that 
worked to reduce the effects of war, and its activities were not interpreted as 
peace work. The committee decided that it was each individual woman’s pri-
vate concern to determine whether she had the “time and energy” to give to 
two organizations and that the conditions of war that prevailed “demanded 
such latitude towards groups such as the Red Cross.”23

In 1931 in Ådalen, fi ve unarmed unemployed men were killed in a 
demonstration when soldiers were commandeered to keep order among 
unarmed demonstrators.24 Arguments raged among party members as to 
what right-wing interests were being served in controlling the workers by 
using the army. Morgonbris contributed to the subsequent debate in its 
publication of pictures depicting Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps shooting 
rifl es. The photographs were captioned with the statement: “Right-wing 
women learn to handle weapons.”25 These pictures were a part of a broader 
development of the women’s voluntary defense service, which was not satis-
fi ed with creating comfort and well-being for male soldiers but encouraged 
women to openly participate in overtly militarist tasks.
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Given the Federation of Women Social Democrats’ openly antimilitary 
stance throughout the 1920s and 1930s, when the issue of civil defense 
against air raids and chemical warfare became topical in the late 1930s, 
different branches across the country called upon the central committee to 
establish a coherent policy. The Swedish government, of course, argued that 
everyone should be involved in air-raid precautions, because everyone could 
be a target. But Federation members were concerned with reconciling the 
stand taken by them during the “Women’s unarmed revolt against war” in 
1935 with the strong possibility that their nation could be under attack and 
their own lives could be at stake. It seemed counterintuitive for them to 
refuse to support civil defense when that might be the one thing that could 
alleviate the suffering of a possible war situation. In other words, many 
Social Democratic women in local branches were revisiting their stand on 
war and wished to become guardians of neutrality in line with their Social 
Democratic government’s requests.

After the air-raid precaution law was passed in 1938, the central com-
mittee sent out a circular to the rest of the Federation in which it acknowl-
edged the need to alter its previously passive attitude toward air-raid 
precautions. In the face of possible aggression by fascist nations, so the 
committee argued, the burden for democratic and nonaggressive countries 
was the adoption of civil defense measures. This could be construed as 
being contrary to the pacifi st ideals of the Federation. However, given the 
very real threat foreign belligerents posed to civilian populations, it was 
acceptable for an individual to both be a member of the Federation of 
Women Social Democrats and, in a “conscientious and discerning” manner, 
participate in air-raid precaution activities.26 But the Federation carefully 
distinguished between emergency help and defense propaganda:

The air-raid precaution activities that our members should participate in can 
be compared with fi re-fi ghting and fi rst aid duties and should not be associ-
ated or confused with militia duties or defense propaganda as other parties 
pursue it. Tasks that can be allocated to women during air-raid precautions 
scenarios are primarily fi re-watching and fi re-fi ghting duties, care of the sick, 
transport of the injured, helping with the evacuation of children and the 
elderly, and their care in other places.27

On the other hand, the Federation emphasized the fact that it was also of 
great importance that women, with their “predisposition to peace,” ensured 
“that these new air-raid precaution organizations did not come solely under 
non–Social Democratic leadership and infl uence, but that a genuine popu-
lar spirit prevailed.” On a purely pragmatic level, it was believed that Social 
Democratic women could utilize their participation in civil defense 
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 organizations to meet “the unenlightened class of people in society,” which 
would provide new opportunities to spread “enlightenment” and the indis-
putable facts of the dangers of possible future war with Germany.28 In other 
words, Social Democratic women were encouraged to combine an involve-
ment in air-raid precaution activities with their political work.

That air-raid precautions work should not be allowed to come under the 
control of non–Social Democrats was taken up again by the committee of 
the Federation of Women Social Democrats in 1939, when individual 
members were encouraged to take an active part in civil defense. However, 
neither the Federation nor the local branches could participate as groups, 
since civil defense was perceived as a voluntary defense task in which indi-
vidual women participated on the basis of their personal convictions.29 The 
message the Federation gave to the individual members was that the grow-
ing militarization of the world and the increase of international violence 
had forced the Social Democratic women to be a part of the Swedish 
defense system. The Federation wrote:

Our purpose is not to become cannon-fi ring women or anything of that sort, 
on the contrary, anarchy, the threat of violence, armament, etc. in the world, 
emphasize more strongly than ever the need for work for arbitration, co-
operation, disarmament and peace; however, before we attain this, we must 
protect our neutrality and freedom from the powers of violence.30

Allowing its members to volunteer for air-raid precaution work in 1938 
opened the fl oodgates for other forms of active participation in civil 
defense, and by late 1939, the Federation encouraged its women to get 
involved in all manner of essential civil defense work. The Federation also 
joined the Women’s Emergency Committee, a comprehensive coalition of 
women’s organizations that had been established the previous year. After the 
outbreak of the Second World War, the Federation made it clear that emer-
gency work among women was essential on humanitarian grounds, for 
example, in replacing mobilized men as agricultural laborers to safeguard 
the nation’s food stocks or in preparing for the evacuation of cities. The 
Federation trod a fi ne line in fi nding and maintaining the difference 
between work for the civilians as humanitarian work and work as prepara-
tions for war. They were forced in this way to straddle their activities 
between the civilian sphere and the military sphere, which involved fi nding 
a balance between what they urged the women to do as members of the 
Federation and what they thought the women could do as individuals. 
Women of the Federation needed to construct new ways of regarding peace 
work within the frame of total war. They were going to have to be involved 
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in a total war, but how could they then continue to look upon themselves 
as a federation advocating peace? The experiences of the Spanish Civil and 
Russo-Finnish Wars became exemplars in terms of the necessity to involve 
women in civil defense and, according to the prevailing gender pattern, in 
the humanitarian care of children, the sick, and the elderly. The Federation 
told its branches that they should organize appropriate courses with the 
help of a correspondence school, Red Cross members, nurses, midwives, 
and scout leaders.31

In addition to work on air-raid preparations, food production, and 
evacuation plans, in the New Year of 1940, the Federation sent out the 
following appeal: “Form groups to collect warm clothing for our guardians 
of neutrality.” In this project, it seems that women, both on an individual 
and on a branch basis, could participate in the country’s neutral war effort 
without any confl icts of interests. Protecting neutrality was very much 
aimed at future peace rather than fuel for the military machine despite the 
fact that it was the army that would be the benefi ciaries of such activities. 
Morgonbris fi lled an entire page with knitting instructions titled “Patterns 
from the Guardians of Neutrality” for kneecaps, gloves, scarves, wrist-
 warmers, and rifl e mittens “with a thumb, a forefi nger and broad covering 
for the other 3 fi ngers . . . [e]asy-to-knit pattern with seams along the sides. 
Knitted on 2 needles. Use needles no 2 and 3 . . . Cast on 56 stitches .”32

Branches all across the country were quick to comply. The branch of the 
town Oxelösund reported that a circle that used to meet to sew and read 
had been transformed so that the members now knitted while reading. 
From Vadstena, the members reported that interest in providing for the 
“guardians of neutrality” was great and that they could acquire yarn them-
selves. In Emmaboda, they unpicked their cardigans and other old clothes 
so that it need not cost the members anything to participate.33

Despite these clear moves to aid the efforts to protect and defend 
Sweden’s neutrality, there remained unsatisfactory juxtapositions and ambiv-
alences in the Federation’s position on what was deemed a more “active” 
involvement by its members in defense activities, such as in the Red Cross 
and the Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps. In 1939, the local branches of the 
Federation once more applied pressure in order to get advice about what 
attitudes they were to adopt regarding “those women’s organizations work-
ing for our defense.” Knitting for Sweden’s “neutral guardians” and their 
weaponry was one thing, personally undertaking war activities was quite 
another. As it had in 1938, the Federation reiterated that it was up to the 
individual woman.34 Still, in 1939, Disa Västberg, the president of the 
Federation, paved the way for a more wholesale reconciliation of all types 
of civil defense activity within the Federation’s worldview when she thanked 
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the Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps for their personal contribution in 
Finland in the magazine Idun:

That which I have previously never been able to take in earnest has become 
a dire necessity. I wish to protect my country, I thank the Women’s Army 
Auxiliary Corps, and I value our co-operation across the battle lines.35

Västberg’s honoring of the Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps in 1940 
marked a clear break from the past for the Federation of Women Social 
Democrats. Once Sweden was surrounded by warring and occupied coun-
tries (by the spring of that year), defense work could no longer be viewed 
as an individual task; it concerned the Federation as a whole as it did the 
nation as a whole.36 The transition in attitude from being a neutral in peace-
time to a neutral in wartime and whether or not to take part in the civil 
defense of the nation was transformed from a rhetorical argument to a prac-
tical necessity. The luxuries of arguing about not taking part in civil defense 
in a nonthreatening environment were not possible when the reality of war 
loomed large over Social Democratic women’s lives. The transition was made 
blatantly clear to members when the Federation issued a circular in May 
1940 supporting the decision by the Civil Defense Authority to recruit 
 volunteers, both women and young people, for aircraft-warning duties.37

Accepting that their members could volunteer for “military duty” (albeit 
in spotting aircraft and not shooting at them) marked a huge shift for an 
organization dedicated to the principles of antimilitarism and pacifi sm, but 
it was a shift whose implications, for women, gender roles, and the 
Federation’s political beliefs, were left unspoken and unexplored. Aircraft-
warning duties were part of the military system and those who volunteered 
were paid on the same basis as other members of the nation’s military forces. 
That any women Social Democrats who volunteered for this duty would 
become part of the national defense force was never mentioned in the 
 circular or subsequently.38

As the war situation within and outside Sweden became more dire and 
the possibility of attack grew, the blurring of the Federation’s pacifi st ideals 
and policies deepened as well. In June 1940, for example, Morgonbris pub-
lished an appeal encouraging women to sign defense loans in the following 
terms:

Many of us considered earlier military budgets and defense costs as some-
thing rather unnecessary and negative. If we must appropriate something for 
military purposes, then we demand the means for social welfare work in 
similar proportions. Otherwise, we want peace and the establishment of good 
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relations between peoples . . . Of course, we still desire this, we have no 
greater wish, but the recent appalling events, not the least in our neighboring 
countries, have made it clear to us that more important and more imperative 
than anything else is that we set our defense in order, that we have the means 
to protect our country, our freedom, our democracy.39

During the autumn of 1940, it was again time to knit, but now the army 
delivered wool for this purpose in ten-kilogram lots. The socks were to be 
knitted according to a pattern provided and reinforcing yarn was to be 
knitted in at the heels and toes. The socks were to be sent within two 
months of the delivery of the wool.40 The patterns to protect the guardians 
of neutrality required military precision over and above any aspirations to 
socialist zeal or pacifi st ideals.

Voluntary Women’s Work and Modern Qualifi ed Work

Despite the Federation of Women Social Democrats’ active encouragement 
of their members volunteering for war work, a dilemma about the recogni-
tion women received for participating in this work remained unsolved. The 
Federation was duly concerned about the ways in which Sweden’s wartime 
society was appropriating women’s voluntary time and failed to recognize 
the true value of the contributions women actually made. It did not believe 
that wider society placed adequate value on the time and effort required for 
many activities, including knitting socks for neutrality. More signifi cantly, 
the Federation leadership worried that not enough use was made of skilled 
and professional women’s work in these times of emergency.

When the Social Democrat and vice president of the International 
Federation of Business and Professional Women Alva Myrdal discussed the 
issue of women performing public defense work in Morgonbris in January 
1940, in an article entitled “Peace Service During Wartimes,” her disap-
pointment was tangible. It is true that she felt that women should make 
their contribution and support their country. However, she advocated that 
rather than women’s contributions being framed within the spirit of volun-
tarism, the work of women, like the work of men, should be treated as 
work, not charity, and remunerated accordingly. Despite the fact that 
women were incorporated in society’s wartime production, they had not 
been asked to contribute either in act or in word on those committees “that 
make decisions about our consumption and the evacuation of our homes.” 
She interpreted this as implying that women were not “seriously counted 
as citizens.”41 Women with qualifi cations should not volunteer to do work 
that just anybody could do. She wrote:
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However, none of us profi ts from imagining that a skilled career woman, who 
could perhaps be hired to follow the foreign press or to be a supervisor in a 
textile factory, does more for her country by sacrifi cing her special knowledge 
and voluntarily performing the same civil defense duties as all of the others.42

The case for female exceptionalism in time of war was seriously fl awed, so 
Myrdal argued. By implication, she seemed to suggest that the Federation 
had indirectly contributed to the undervaluing of women in Swedish war-
time society and that something had to be done about this.

Myrdal wanted to point out that educated and skilled women were 
needed in all positions in public life, particularly at this time when 
Sweden’s national well-being was under threat. Morgonbris became the 
medium through which the issue of increased female participation in the 
war was loudly voiced. On the eve of war, in 1939, the question of which 
duties women could take responsibility for during a mobilization from a 
medical point of view had already been discussed. At the time, the news-
paper focused on whether women could tackle heavy jobs or whether they 
had enough technical expertise to undertake certain tasks.43 Dr. Andréen, 
who wanted to encourage women to become more interested in technical 
trades, wrote:

Our country is completely electrifi ed, but no woman—with the exception of 
one or two engineers—can run a power plant or repair electrical wires. No 
woman has ever been taught to repair a leak in water pipelines or drains. Nor 
are there any women employed in the gasworks—other than as typists—and 
there are no women fi re fi ghters.44

Changes in gender patterns were discussed in connection with the female 
body and the education of women and positions in public life. Another 
contribution to Morgonbris dealt with the fact that in industry women 
performed the simpler tasks, while men were responsible for the more quali-
fi ed tasks. Training, however, could change that situation. Certainly, heavy 
tasks could be simplifi ed by using means of technology, but since women 
did not have enough technical knowledge, men ended up performing those 
tasks anyway.45 Gulli Pauli, also a doctor, continued the debate. She asserted 
that there were no occupations that were “unsuitable for women” from the 
health point of view. On the other hand, she claimed that it was not 
unusual for women to be overworked since they often did all the housework 
in addition to having an occupation.46 From a medical point of view, there 
were no obstacles for women to accomplish work that had been strongly 
gender signed.
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As well as encouraging women to transgress traditional boundaries in 
their choice of career, Morgonbris pursued Myrdal’s line that the authorities 
should make use of women’s experience and qualifi cations on those com-
mittees that dealt with economics and evacuation, two areas from which 
women had traditionally largely been excluded. When the Social Democrat 
Signe Höjer, the chairman of the Evacuation Committee of the Women’s 
Federation’s Emergency Committee, was appointed as expert adviser to the 
Civil Defense Inspectorate, Morgonbris applauded: “A female expert adviser 
to the Civil Defense Inspectorate has to work with key issues. Women have 
long been waiting for a woman to be appointed to the Inspectorate. 
Questions regarding evacuation and air-raid precautions largely concern 
women and children.”47 In this position, Höjer became a pioneer. Her role 
on this committee changed the Social Democratic government’s position on 
the role of women as well. From late 1940 on, the government urged 
everyone in Sweden to work for neutrality and Sweden’s security. With the 
words “Put aside your diffi dence, overcome your prejudice and take respon-
sibility,” the Federation of Women Socialists further encouraged its women 
to not only knit socks but also to demand leading posts within civil 
defense.48 While the focus on pacifi sm may have receded from the forefront 
of the political aims of the Federation during the war, women’s involvement 
in Sweden’s defense efforts highlighted another way the Federation could 
push to increase the prominence and importance of women in Sweden, 
issues that were ongoing for a society not only at war but also at work.

Tradition and Modernity: A Modern “Laundry Ambulance” 
for Finland

It is obvious that during the mobilization of 1939–1940, the previously 
antimilitaristic Federation of Women Social Democrats adapted to the exist-
ing situation and the threat of war. To do everything in their power for 
their country was a point of honor. They justifi ed their change in position 
by pointing to their unfl agging work for peace in the past and to the fact 
that fascist countries had forced them to become involved in air-raid pre-
cautions and civil defense. In the end, it was the war and its impact on 
Sweden’s neighbors that sparked a major change in the Federation’s position 
on women’s involvement in defense organizations. While the Federation 
offi cially condoned individual women’s choices in involving themselves in 
defense, the organization itself took a more problematic and ambivalent 
stance. In effect, while the Federation remained the most antimilitaristic 
affi liation of Sweden’s Social Democratic Party, it lay “their essential 
 pacifi sm” aside during the Second World War, as historian Karl Molin also 
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argues. Their continued pursuit of two key issues helped to maintain the 
integrity of the pacifi st ideals despite the compromises they were forced to 
make because of the exigencies of war. Looking to the future, the Federation 
continued to lobby for the prohibition of national service training in 
schools and argued for a time limit to be imposed on the civil defense law. 
In this way, the organization followed its own path and held true to the 
ideal of a world without war and militarism.49

The adaptation of the principles of the Federation can also be interpreted 
as an attempt to reconcile the untenable situation of antimilitarism and paci-
fi sm in a time of total war and as an attempt to fi nd a balance between tradi-
tion and modernity concerning gender. All over the branches, women 
willingly pulled out their knitting needles for the neutrality guard and, in the 
Federation’s circulars, the importance of traditional women’s areas of work 
were emphasized, such as responsibility for food and home as well as care of 
children, the sick, and the elderly. In much the same way that the long tradi-
tion of women involved in peace work was invoked through Lysistrata¸ the 
specifi city of women’s experience of family, home, society, and war through-
out the ages was utilized to defend their antiwar position. However, even in 
this type of work, there were signs of modernity. The Swedish Federation of 
Women Social Democrats collected money for the world’s fi rst “laundry 
ambulance,” which was donated to the women of Finland. This was a remod-
eled ambulance refi tted with equipment so as to function as a mobile laundry, 
where soldiers could have their clothes washed by the women operating it.50

That women were expected to acquire technical experience and assume duties 
of leadership and responsibility within civil defense can also be interpreted 
as a trend toward modernity.51 This was a demand that the Women Social 
Democrats as well as the non–Social Democratic women’s associations in the 
Women’s Emergency Committee were committed to.52 Regardless of whether 
at peace or at war, the position of women in society needed to be evaluated, 
understood, improved, and valued.

In conclusion, it is possible to interpret the actions of the Federation of 
Women Social Democrats’ during Sweden’s mobilization leading up to the 
Second World War as an adaptation to the politics of the Social Democratic 
Party concerning neutrality and the security of the country. These actions can 
also be seen as the formation of their own negotiation between the promotion 
of traditional gender tasks and lobbying for the recognition of the value of 
women in modern roles of leadership and cooperation in times of emergency. 
The importance of my study, however, is to shed light on how concepts of 
neutrality and gender worked together within the Federation of Women 
Social Democrats in Sweden in the 1930s. On the one hand, it shows the 
ways in which Social Democratic women were able to work to help the 
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 civilian population and to protect the country, and on the other, it highlights 
how fundamental the concept of neutrality was to this group of Social 
Democratic women who remained noncombatant and did not want to have 
anything to do with the defense system but were forced to be involved. From 
a neutral gender position, they could criticize the war and the suffering it 
caused both within and outside Sweden. Despite their involvement in the 
active defense of Sweden’s neutrality and the alleviation of the stresses of war 
outside the country, the Federation of Women Social Democrats remained a 
vital voice advocating peace. The organization did not abandon its pacifi sm 
per se; it merely adapted it to fi t within the trying circumstances of “total 
war.” When the Federation organized an awareness-raising meeting “Against 
total war—for peace and reconciliation between peoples” in February 1940 
as a protest against the war in Finland, 24 different women’s groups assembled 
in the Concert Hall in Stockholm.53 The message of peace remained the 
driving force behind the meeting as it did behind all the Federation’s activities 
during this war and in the Cold War years to come.54
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CHAPTER 3

Bride Ship, Brothel Ship: Confl icting 
Images of War Brides Arriving in 

New Zealand in the 1940s

Gabrielle A. Fortune

At the end of the Second World War, banner headlines in the 
New Zealand and Australian press proclaimed the regular arrival of 
troopships packed with returning servicemen. Also on board these 

ships were parties of women and children; the wives, fi ancés, and offspring 
whom New Zealand servicemen had acquired while on active duty  overseas.1

These foreign-born “dependents” of soldiers were transported in their thou-
sands to their new homeland at government expense. Upon their arrival on 
the wharves of New Zealand’s major ports, these “new” New Zealanders were 
welcomed, scrutinized, and overwhelmed by  dignitaries, journalists, and a 
host of hitherto unmet family and friends.

The war brides and their children were a topic of fascination and gossip 
even before they reached New Zealand’s shores. News about them and their 
journeys fi lled newspapers, although not all of it was positive or laudatory. 
While, on the one hand, the war brides were heralded as wives and mothers 
and as brand-new “New Zealanders,” on the other hand, the expectations 
of the receiving families and wider New Zealand society were underpinned 
by suspicion of the wives’ domestic abilities and their “foreignness.” 
Particularly fascinating to the gossipmongers was the supposed promiscuity 
of these women, who had “wheedled” their way into the hearts of “their” 
boys. Such rumors implied that the women had taken advantage of the 
young New Zealand soldiers while they were in a “helpless” or “vulnerable” 
state when serving their country in a war a long way from home. The 
reception war brides received on arrival in New Zealand was a refl ection of 
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the labels given to the ships transporting them. The names —Bride Ships, 
Stork Ships, Hell Ships, and Brothel Ships—mirrored the multiple roles 
projected onto the new arrivals.

The incongruous pairing of “war” and “bride” epitomized the 
 confl icting ideas and images about foreign-born brides that circulated in 
the immediate postwar reconstruction years in New Zealand. The dia-
metrically opposed representations of war brides—as perfect wives, on the 
one hand, and as fl ighty, unreliable, hypersexualized women, on the 
other—refl ected the hopes, doubts, and multiplicity of roles incoming 
women had foisted on them. Images of war brides as, variously, virgins 
and whores, wives and seductresses infi ltrated the public discourse. The 
existence of such imagery illustrates, above all, how New Zealanders were 
trying to cope with the personal and societal changes brought about by 
the end of the war, the return of their soldiers, and the infl ux of a large 
number of “strangers” in their midst. For their part, war brides selected, 
shaped, and discarded these depictions as they saw fi t, but it was undoubt-
edly diffi cult for them to “achieve unequivocal success” at maintaining 
their own identities in this judgmental and frequently contradictory envi-
ronment.2 War brides were similarly bemused by how their reputations 
were tainted by the names the press assigned to the ship from which they 
disembarked. The “bride” and “brothel ship” labels in the title of this 
chapter are, in this way, indicative of the speculation about the disparity 
between the brides’ wartime experiences and their worthiness to be wives 
of New Zealand servicemen.

This chapter places the experiences of the women who married 
New Zealand soldiers within the wider scholarship of war and its diffuse 
impacts.3 The problems of subsuming individual identities and personal 
histories under the label “war brides” parallel, in many ways, the effacing of 
individuality so important to the functioning of twentieth-century armies. 
War-bride marriages are poignant illustrations of the social upheaval brought 
about by the Second World War. This upheaval opened the most personal 
relationship between a man and a woman and the intimacies of the family 
up to invasion by the military, media, and state. Most New Zealand service-
men would not have had an opportunity to meet foreign women except for 
the war.4 Even for women not directly “at war” or even “near war,” it was 
war service that brought them in contact with their husbands and ultimately 
with a new society and lifestyle that proved  challenging and often alienating. 
Inevitably, their decision to marry a New Zealander transformed their lives 
in fundamental ways.

Furthermore, the polarization of gender roles that has been attributed to 
war mobilization is clearly visible in the war-bride experience. Concerns 
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about the reassimilation of New Zealand women into “normal” peacetime 
pursuits were amplifi ed by the presence of the newcomers. War brides, with 
their own histories of war work and war service, generated doubts in a 
society in fl ux—their “wifely” qualities and willingness to relinquish war-
time roles were questioned. Bridging the gap typifi ed by the New Zealand 
public’s representations of the war brides as the ideal woman versus the 
femme fatale complicated their transition into their new homes. Even after 
the initial publicity around their arrival subsided, the fact that their 
 marriages emerged out of a world at war, where normal life for many had 
been turned upside down, left a legacy associating many war brides with 
loose morals, prostitution, and a lack of domestic capability.

Still, even though the marriages of the women were born out of the 
wartime turmoil, their journeys to New Zealand coincided with genuine 
efforts by the New Zealand government to return social and economic 
 stability to the country and its residents. To this end, besides being expected 
to fi ll caring and nurturing roles as wives, mothers, daughters-in-law, and 
homemakers, New Zealand politicians cast war brides as economic assets 
serving national and international purposes. In particular, they were 
described as a tradable commodity in exchanges between Great Britain and 
New Zealand, as ambassadors between Commonwealth countries, and as 
contributors to the strengthening of “the Empire.” Sir Patrick Duff, the 
British High Commissioner in New Zealand, said of war brides leaving 
Britain that

[t]he whole question [of migration] is rather a delicate topic. So far as Britain 
is concerned we have a great deal of [reconstruction] work to do and we shall 
need every pair of able hands. On the other hand, from the point of view of 
the peace of the world, it is a good thing to have the Dominions and British 
outposts strengthened by British stock.5

Conceptualizing the traffi c in war brides in this way paradoxically recog-
nized their migration as part of a worldwide economic and political 
exchange while simultaneously assigning them to a reproductive role. The 
migrants boosted population numbers and, to the eyes of the government 
at least, represented a “good investment.” In recognition, the government 
paid the passage of servicemen’s wives, widows, and children. In contrast, 
servicemen requesting passage for a fi ancée had to pay a deposit against the 
transport costs of their intended bride, which was refundable on marriage.6

The government’s policy vis-à-vis servicemen’s fi ancées suggests the extent 
to which marriageable women were reduced to commodity status, blurring 
the lines between bride and brothel further.
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Background

At the end of the Second World War, the Allied governments prioritized 
the repatriation of troops but in addition had to provide passages for any 
dependents the troops had acquired while on overseas duty. War brides’ 
migration was an international exchange that resulted in the relocation of 
hundreds of thousands of women between 1942 and 1952. They moved in 
great numbers from Britain to the Dominions but also from Britain, 
Australia, and New Zealand to the United States, from Europe to the 
United Kingdom, and so on. The magnitude of the movement is illustrated 
by the fact that over 100,000 women left Japan for the United States; 
80,000 British women and 14,000 children also went to the United States; 
Canada received 40,000 British women and approximately 20,000 chil-
dren.7 New Zealand was part of this international exchange. While marriage 
on active service was offi cially banned, as many as 4,000 servicemen applied 
to have spouses and fi ancées transported “home.” The 4,000 women (and 
1,000 children) who entered New Zealand came mainly from Britain and 
Canada, with smaller numbers from Italy, Greece, Crete, and other 
European countries, the Middle East, North Africa, and Japan.8

New Zealand’s War Cabinet dictated the conditions under which 
 marriages of servicemen were permissible, and the Defence Department vet-
ted intending brides (and grooms), restricted opportunities to marry, granted 
wives’ allowances as they saw fi t, and controlled access to transport. The 
government devised policies couched in terms of immigration quotas about 
“acceptable” and “unacceptable” spouses. In this way, the government exer-
cised powerful economic, legal, and administrative control over the lives of 
the war brides and shaped gendered perceptions of them as well. Becoming 
engaged to a New Zealand serviceman transformed them from love interests 
of individuals into a part of a military operation. The Defence Department 
had a vested interest in controlling the relationships of servicemen, as the 
wartime marriages of military personnel were anathema to tacticians focused 
on victory. Major-General W. G. Stevens (commanding offi cer in the Middle 
East) wrote that offi cers were plagued by the ongoing “very great expenditure 
of thought and work out of all proportion to the numbers involved and at 
times such as the [military] crisis of 1942 was defi nitely embarrassing to our 
war effort.”9 In the face of ever-changing government guidelines, the 
Defence Department attempted to accommodate  individuals’ wishes to 
marry while keeping its eye fi rmly fi xed on military priorities.

So while most war-bride marriages started out as romantic encounters, 
the private commitments to marry foreign servicemen proved more com-
plicated than war brides might have imagined, when their marriages were 
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treated as events in the “public” interest. These women unwittingly invited 
Defence Department and government offi cials to adjudicate on their per-
sonal decisions. Marrying and migrating as a war bride under the auspices 
of the Defence Department imposed constraints that shaped war brides’ 
experiences. Conditions of entry to New Zealand were dictated to war 
brides, and politicians framed war-bride migration in ways that fi tted post-
war reconstructive, economic, and population strategies. The multifaceted 
projections of war brides and their migration by these agencies suggest how 
their experiences could be utilized to fi t various cultural, social, and political 
agendas. War brides were never simply choosing love, marriage, and domes-
tic life: they were embarking on a journey that exposed their private affairs 
to offi cial and media interpretation and intervention.

From the government’s perspective at least, gendered expectations of the 
war brides’ roles in New Zealand were made abundantly clear. Information 
supplied to war brides on board ships, on arrival at the wharfs, and at 
receptions, both public and private, emphasized their role in New Zealand 
society as the wives of servicemen and the mothers (and future mothers) of 
their children. For example, in one Weekly Review newsreel of returning 
fi ghter pilots escorting their wives and children off the ships with carrycots 
and other parenting paraphernalia, the commentator remarked that

proud fathers carry their offspring ashore in the latest portable bassinets. 
When they left New Zealand they never bargained on this but right now they 
can’t think of a better homecoming. Showing off their bright-eyed-babies 
means more to them than their deeds in the air.10

Returning servicemen were presented as committed to family values to the 
extent that their war service was almost, but not quite, relegated to second 
place. War brides in this instance were designated as the supporting cast in 
the homecoming display of returning war heroes.

Before They Were Brides

Racial and gender stereotypes typifi ed how New Zealanders saw the war 
brides. While the media played up the romantic whirlwind nature of the 
relationships between servicemen and their new partners, featuring detailed 
descriptions of engagements and weddings and of brides who stowed away 
on ships or were smuggled out of war zones, the characters of the women 
were always commented on within the framework of the “feminine” quali-
ties they supposedly possessed.11 Typical of the commendations expressed 
in this way was that of Reverend Father Leo Spring of Timaru, an army 
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 chaplain, returning on the Tamaroa.12 The Italian brides were, he said, “girls 
[who] would make very good wives. Their whole upbringing had taught 
them domestic life and how to make a home.”13 While brides of a domestic 
orientation were welcomed, suspicion of “foreign women” was reinforced 
by stories that undermined the fairy-tale ideals of white weddings and star-
crossed lovers. Promiscuous behavior on board the Rangitiki was reported 
in the press in July 1946:

A young woman who had been aboard the Rangitiki, which arrived yesterday 
left the ship during its enforced hold-up at Panama and married a US Canal 
Zone policeman. She was en route to New Zealand to marry a New Zealander 
who had paid her fare.14

News items of this nature, therefore, portrayed some of the incoming 
women as capricious and unfaithful, bawdy rather than bridelike.

A notable example of these hostilities and of what Ingrid Bauer calls 
“antithetical pairing” of loyal wives and perfi dious war brides can be plainly 
seen in the following example published in late 1945 and circulated among 
soldiers attached to the Second New Zealand Division (2NZEF) stationed 
in Trieste, Italy.15 In a poem titled “If the Cap Fits,” written by a member 
of the New Zealand Women’s Auxiliary Army Corps (WAACs) attached to 
2NZEF in Italy and addressed to New Zealand servicemen, Italian women 
were depicted as femmes fatales or seductresses and were contrasted with 
the faithful, long-suffering New Zealand girlfriends and wives back home. 
Soldiers were accused of forgetting their New Zealand girlfriends “Who 
faithfully are waiting still / Till you come sailing home” in favor of “the 
girls from Old Trieste” who “glamorise with paint / and go about half-
dressed,” revealing “their hidden charms.”16 Compounding this view of 
foreign women as enticing and sexually available, other stanzas emphasized 
the perceived treachery of Italian women whose motives were considered 
dubious and whose loyalty was transient. The New Zealand WAACs 
reminded their male counterparts that “e’er Trieste was won / Before you 
stormed the town, / Those lasses they were snipers there / Our own lads 
shooting down.”17 Italian women’s paramilitary activities were elided with 
the succession of sexual partners attributed to them, including Italian sol-
diers, German soldiers, and fi nally New Zealand soldiers. The noncomba-
tant WAACs took an active role in castigating the problems of women 
perceived not only as sexual transgressors but also as transgressors of the 
gender order in which it is only acceptable for men to be combat soldiers. 
In addition there were concerns, backed by the New Zealand army 
 authorities, about the reaction of the local population to these liaisons. 
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Soldiers were discouraged from fraternization by a cautionary tale  reminding 
them that Italian men would not approve of their associating with local 
women and that a number of Germans “came to an untimely end through 
trying.”18

Choosing foreign partners, especially from former enemy populations, 
threatened to disrupt postwar hopes for harmony and order. As symbols of 
this potential disruption, war brides became “the other,” and they and the 
men who wanted to marry them were often marginalized as a result.19 There 
was a pervasive view that men and women had to be protected from rash 
decisions, and by extension, New Zealand needed to be protected from the 
imposition of “undesirables.” Suspicions about the trustworthiness of Italians 
persisted well into the postwar period although they were not the only ones 
who suffered as prejudices toward nationals of other ethnic and cultural 
backgrounds were also apparent. Interestingly, British war brides were often 
intentionally disparaged as “working-class,” typifi ed by a mother-in-law 
repeatedly telling neighbors that her son had married a “bus-conductor’s 
daughter from Birmingham.”20 Japanese war brides were stigmatized as 
 having been “bar girls,” and many a British war bride arriving in New Zealand 
found that smoking alienated her from her mother-in-law in ways reminis-
cent of how the habit had raised “concerns about women’s sexuality” during 
the First World War.21 Negative comment could stem from prejudice based 
on nationality, ethnicity, or socioeconomic background, but in essence any 
woman associating with servicemen and becoming a war bride could 
be targeted.

Ship of Brides or Ship of Whores

The contradictory images of war brides as both “brides” and “whores” were 
reinforced by the descriptions of the ships in which they traveled that 
appeared in the press. The Taranaki Herald announced the docking of a 
“Bride Ship” in Auckland in April 1946 when the Athlone Castle arrived 
with 700 women aboard.22 Earlier that year, the birth of a baby on board 
SS Rangitata as it entered Auckland’s Waitemata Harbour earned it the label 
of “Stork Ship.”23 The Melbourne Age greeted the arrival of the same ship 
with the provocative headline “Wives, Wires and Bananas,” summing up 
the excitement on board Rangitata as war brides sampled bananas for the 
fi rst time since the war had begun and queued at the radio offi ce on board 
to send cables (wires) to their husbands waiting ashore.24 Two ships that 
arrived in Melbourne simultaneously en route from Britain were nicknamed 
the “Mother Ship” and the “Father Ship” by the Age because many of the 
soldier husbands were on the one while their war brides and infant children 



68 ●  Gabrielle A. Fortune

were on the other.25 These designations clearly emphasized the married and 
domestic nature of the war-bride intake and promulgated the notion that 
their future role in society was as wives and mothers.

Juxtaposed with representations of war brides’ domestic and maternal roles 
were images of them as wayward or complaining women. These less desirable 
connotations were conveyed by derogatory names assigned to some ships 
 typifi ed by them dubbing the Marine Falcon the “SS Floating Flophouse.”26 The 
Tyndareus, with an ample complement of children on board, had been called 
a “Stork Ship” but was also dubbed the “Hell Ship” by the press whose war-
bride interviewees reported the lack of adequate facilities on the long journey.27

The Australian high commissioner E. J. Williams wrote to London that on 
board the Stirling Castle, sleeping arrangements were cramped, there was a lack 
of quiet spaces for children to rest, shortages of basic medical supplies, severe 
outbreaks of measles, prickly heat in infants, one death from tubercular 
 meningitis and another from enteritis, from which, he wrote, “nearly all the 
children were suffering.”28 Pressure for space meant that the swimming pool 
on the Athlone Castle was converted into dormitories and, on the Dunbar 
Castle, returning servicemen slept on tables in the dining room to allow the 
cabin space to be occupied by war brides and children.29 The upshot was that 
cabin space could not be allocated to couples.30 As far as possible, therefore, 
married couples were required to travel on separate ships. When they were on 
the same ship, they were confi ned to separate decks and separate cabins. Rank 
brought privilege, allowing offi cers’ wives to socialize with their husbands on 
board but keeping wives of “other ranks” separated from theirs, sparking com-
plaints of class discrimination. A war bride disembarking from the Rangitata
in January 1946 said, “I thought we had left snobbery behind when we left 
England, but it was pretty obvious on this ship.”31

While fraternization with spouses may have been restricted on board some 
ships, socializing was inevitable and indeed encouraged on many  voyages. 
Dances, concerts, race meetings, and beauty contests all featured as entertain-
ments that staved off boredom on the six- to eight-week voyage. They also 
afforded ample opportunity for fl irtatious behavior and sexual relationships. 
Sheila Kirkwood described with some relish the clapping and cheering that 
ensued when she and Duncan, a returning soldier with whom she spent a lot 
of time on the journey out, collapsed in a heap on the dance fl oor when the 
ship rolled. She also described in detail the sexually charged atmosphere on 
board when King Neptune and his retinue presided at the “crossing the line 
[of the Equator]” carnival. In the tropical atmosphere, Neptune’s court handed 
down “sentences” for “misdemeanors” and women dressed in swimwear were 
doused with fl our and sprayed with water,  slipping and sliding on greased deck 
boards to the uproarious applause of servicemen and crew.32 Episodes and 
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events such as these fuelled gossip and were the staple diet of the onboard 
magazines that capitalized on intimate or embarrassing incidents to make 
jokes. Relationships ranged from fl irting, casual sex, and intimate shipboard 
romances for the duration of the voyage through to more commercial arrange-
ments made in organized brothels where women traded sexual favors for ciga-
rettes and alcohol. Unsurprisingly, these activities were reported back to 
New Zealand, contributing to an image of “bride” ships as “brothel” ships.

Evidence that promiscuous behavior was a reality among some war 
brides, male passengers, and crew was reported in New Zealand ahead of 
the Rangitiki’s arrival in July 1946 and it became known as the “Brothel 
Ship.”33 A romantic short story in a troopship magazine published on board 
the Stirling Castle featured an illicit affair between a war bride bound for 
New Zealand and a married Australian returning serviceman.34 Examples 
of fi ancées of New Zealand servicemen jumping ship lent an air of 
 credibility to the stories of war brides as undependable and, by extension, 
undesirable new residents. They were viewed as emotionally fi ckle and 
opportunistic—opportunistic in having married a New Zealander in the 
fi rst instance and fi ckle in reneging on their commitment in the second. 
A witness in a divorce case told the court that the war bride “seemed not 
to care about the place [New Zealand] and was just having a holiday at his 
[the serviceman’s] expense, I think.”35

Socializing between the sexes on board led to reports of inappropriate 
behavior and the media capitalized on cases of sexual liaisons, both fi ctional 
and real. Thus, while war brides were welcomed as wives, mothers,
and homemakers and were expected to conform and assimilate into
New Zealand society as seamlessly as possible, they were viewed as foreign 
and different, even exotic, and often as immoral, misusing the freedom of 
the long voyage for sexual exploits. “Bride” and “brothel” ships, therefore, 
coexisted in the popular imagination and complicated the reactions of
New Zealanders to the arrival of the brides. War brides were aware of the 
mixed reaction they evoked, and to defl ect bad publicity, they banded 
together and denied all knowledge of misbehavior by fellow passengers on 
the  journey. Brides of all nationalities arriving in New Zealand closed ranks 
to protect their joint image, and, later, formed clubs, one of the objects of 
which was to bolster each other against such sentiments.36

From War Bride to Conscientious Housewife

In New Zealand, the gender order had been preserved in spite of the upheav-
als of war and expectations were that after the war, returned  servicemen 
would quickly reintegrate into family life and that women would resume 
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domestic responsibilities.37 War brides, therefore, disembarked into a society 
geared up for the reestablishment of family where the “rhetoric of gender” 
contributed to the postwar return to normality.38 In 1944, Frederick Wood, 
a professor at Victoria University in Wellington, described the postwar ideal 
as “a straightforward conventional life” in which a woman’s role was to be 
“an excellent and conscientious housewife.”39 Although most war brides had 
prewar and wartime jobs, they were collectively described as “housewives” 
by the shipping companies transporting them to New Zealand and as “repa-
triated dependents” by the Defence Department that paid their fares. 
Categorizing war brides in these ways suggests that they constituted a group 
for whom gender acted as “a primary way of signifying relationships of 
power.”40 The ramifi cations of these designations as “housewife” and “depen-
dent” placed war brides fi rmly in the traditional gendered roles they were 
expected to occupy. As Martha Gardner wrote of war brides migrating to 
the United States, “domesticity proved the price of admission.”41

That war brides were destined to fulfi ll domestic roles as wives and 
 mothers is suggested by the dominant images of them in both government 
and popular media sources. Yet the wartime careers of these women included 
service in the British WAAF (Women’s Auxiliary Air Force) and Navy, fi re-
fi ghting in the ARP (Air Raid Precautions) in London, transport driving in 
the ATS (Auxiliary Territorial Service), and for Voina Stewart of Trieste, four 
years as a dispatch rider in the Yugoslav army.42 Servicewomen had to take 
their discharge from their military service before sailing for New Zealand, 
thus distancing themselves from their war careers and war service and neu-
tralizing any possible “visible challenge to existing gender roles” when they 
arrived in New Zealand.43 In stark contrast, their husbands were demobilized 
only after landing in New Zealand, so that rank and uniform were still 
 signifi cant markers of status on disembarkation.44 War brides had also been 
offi ce workers, nurses, dressmakers, shop assistants, factory workers, agricul-
tural workers, interior decorators, and students before and during the war.45

Nonetheless, a beauty specialist, an RAF (Royal Air Force) nurse aid, an 
Austrian kindergarten teacher, and a science graduate from Aberdeen 
University were all listed on ships manifestos entering New Zealand as 
“British housewives.”46 Two war brides, who between them spoke half a 
dozen languages and had been educated at the School of Economics in Paris, 
were also described on shipping lists as “housewives from Egypt.”47

By the time they arrived in New Zealand, war brides’ roles in, and 
understanding of, war had been subsumed by their new defi nition as 
wives—a defi nition that assisted their entry to a society and a country 
intent on working to return to “normality.” There was, however, a gap 
between the brides and the nation of which they were to become a part: a 
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liminal space created not only by the physical distance between a woman 
and her place of origin. This marginality of displacement was exacerbated 
by a lack of familial support and connections upon arrival in New Zealand, 
by offi cial policy, and by the reality that did not always match the warmth 
of the initial public welcome. In-laws who refused to acknowledge the war 
brides’ pasts—especially their war experiences—made it diffi cult for them 
to adjust to the social and cultural norms of their new homes. New Zealanders 
seemed unaware that war brides had surrendered something in coming to 
New Zealand, abandoning homes, extended families, and careers to do so. 
Complaints or comparisons made by war brides did not endear them to the 
local population who considered that they should be grateful to come to 
New Zealand, which, as they understood it, was so much better than war-
torn Europe. In 1947, a New Zealand woman signing herself “Tui” wrote 
to the New Zealand Woman’s Weekly: “These Englishwomen [should] have 
been thankful enough to come to our country and enjoy its privileges and 
benefi ts.”48

Making an Impression

Fashion reports in the media contributed both negative and positive images 
of the brides. On arrival, fashion, clothes, and appearance were interpreted 
as indications of war brides’ suitability and adaptability, but conservative 
attitudes quickly became apparent and sent mixed messages to newly arrived 
brides. In spite of undeniable widespread interest in their overseas clothes, 
hair styles, and shoes, war brides found they often transgressed local dress 
codes. Their breaches of local conventions were closely and, sometimes, 
critically observed. A war bride, who attended a tea party at the Victoria 
League in Auckland, felt underdressed because all the local women had hats 
and gloves, which, she said, “we had long since given up in Britain.”49

When they arrived in New Zealand, war brides found outdated codes of 
dress that accentuated the gap in fashion between postwar Britain, where 
style had “moved on,” and New Zealand, which was “stuck in the 1930s.” 
This illustrates something of the clash between the metropolis and the 
periphery that was the remnants of the British Empire: war brides perceived 
that New Zealand did not match up to the Britain they had left behind, 
and curiously, New Zealanders perceived that war brides did not match up 
to the image that the conservative elements in that society perpetuated as 
“British” standards.

When the media championed war-bride marriages by extending desir-
able attributes to women including those from countries that had been 
wartime adversaries, it compounded the ambivalence of the public toward 
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the brides. This was equally true when they overemphasized national ste-
reotypes in describing the women. For example, in 1946, Mrs. Biddick, 
wife of an ex-POW, was deemed to be “unmistakably a German girl, her 
hair worn high in the German style with four combs, and youthful.”50 This 
report simultaneously drew attention to her German origins (possibly nega-
tively received) and her youth and fashionable appearance combined with 
her willingness to learn English, which were positive features. This positive 
image was assisted by the fact that her family had sheltered the man she 
married when he escaped from a prisoner-of-war camp. British women 
came under the same scrutiny and were acclaimed for being demurely 
dressed, which implied acceptability.51 In addition, they were praised for 
overcoming the strict rationing of clothes in Britain and arriving in New 
Zealand “all smartly turned-out.”52 Canadian and American brides and 
fi ancées arriving in New Zealand on the Monterey in February 1946 were 
described in the press as “dressed quietly without any attempt to appear 
glamorous for the sake of effect.”53 However, images of neatly dressed con-
strained women were in competition with those of popular avant-garde 
fashions of war brides encouraged in the cinema newsreels and newspapers. 
War brides trod a thin line between presenting exciting new styles and being 
regarded as risqué.54

Just as the interest in fashion cast war brides as attractive “packages,” the 
commodifi cation of these women was compounded by the discourses of 
international “trade” in brides. There was a popular view that “war bride” 
was an epithet for prostitute and that they could be “acquired” by a simple 
exchange of goods.55 The treatment of women who became war brides in 
this manner was encapsulated in a cartoon showing a New Zealand soldier 
about to be repatriated from Italy at the end of the war. The cartoon illus-
trated an Italian woman and a New Zealand private attempting to board 
the transport. The New Zealand soldier is addressing his commanding 
offi cer as he is about to be repatriated at the end of the war: “But Sir! Why 
can’t I take her home? I hocked all my gear for HER instead of a 
CAMERA!” (fi gure 3.1).

In view of the fact that Italian women were portrayed in this way, it is 
not surprising that Italian war brides faced hostility when they arrived in 
New Zealand. However, senior members of the defense forces involved in 
the repatriation of war brides expressed the opinion that these women were 
making gigantic decisions to migrate to New Zealand, often in opposition 
to their families, and that they should be supported as much as possible.56

This counterview was supported by letters to the editor of the New Zealand 
Herald. A returned serviceman wrote that “our admiration for the greater 
number of European girls was compelled by their bearing under great 
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Figure 3.1 This cartoon depicts a New Zealand soldier about to be repatriated at the end 
of the war addressing his commanding offi cer.
Source: Cartoon by Les Steel, printed in The Tattler (troopship magazine of the SS Tamaroa) (February/
March 1946), p. 11, Archives New Zealand/Te Rua Mahara o te Kāwanatanga, Wellington Offi ce.

 adversity, their loyalty to those separated by war from them, their dignity 
and many other virtues which, alas, did not seem to emanate in similar 
degree from so many back home here.”57 However, in spite of such positive 
protests on their behalf, the belief that women could be bartered for the 
price of a camera or the lure of a better life lingered. In the New Zealand 
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context, Brigadier Stevens echoed these sentiments when he wrote in  support 
of averting war marriages between 2NZEF personnel and Italian women:

[I]t is probably true that the Italian people clearly recognise that after the
war conditions of life will be infi nitely more diffi cult in Italy than in
New Zealand. Italian people have been very prone to emigrate at any time, 
consequently there is no widespread dislike to leaving Italy.58

New Zealand’s immigration policy gave pause to a government obliged 
to facilitate the repatriation of dependents but anxious to control the entry 
of “non-British stock.”59 In general, the New Zealand authorities expected 
that cultural integration would be easier for women from “appropriate” and 
“complementary” backgrounds to their New Zealander husbands. The 
 government also saw the benefi ts of acquiring a self-selecting population of 
women compatible with the projected immigration-promotion policy envis-
aged for the postwar period. Tensions existed because such a selection 
included women of diverse ethnic and religious populations, especially from 
North Africa and the Middle East.

However, although the tensions never entirely evaporated, the rights of 
servicemen to marry whom they pleased were protected by law, and in the 
postwar period the emphasis was on reuniting and rebuilding strong family 
units regardless of the background of the wives.60 In this context, then, 
there seems to have been a common acceptance that “typical English milk-
and-roses complexions and fi ne, fair, silky hair” would make for quick 
integration into New Zealand society.61 These attributes could be extended 
to women from various backgrounds. The Weekly News reported that 
twenty-year-old Helene Bryant from Cairo had “the same kind of Greek 
beauty as the Duchess of Kent: oval face, brown eyes and soft, light brown 
hair.”62 Being “fair” was a visible signifi er of the common British heritage 
the New Zealand government and community at large were keen to foster 
and indulge in as a part of their “national” identity. The woman who did 
not visibly disrupt this Anglo-Celtic imagined community was far more 
likely to be perceived as “bride” than whore.

Becoming a “Kiwi”

War brides and their children were “repatriated” in a crisscrossing pattern 
around the world. The term repatriation had in itself connotations that 
impacted on war brides’ conception of themselves and of what they might 
expect from life in New Zealand. Being “repatriated” reinforced the notion 
that they were New Zealanders returning home, although they had never 
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been to New Zealand before. On a personal level, war brides interpreted 
this to mean that they were not immigrants, marking out their privileged 
position on the basis of their marriage, and distinguishing them from other 
government assisted migrants arriving in the postwar period.63

Marriage transformed war brides into New Zealanders, and it was as 
New Zealanders that they undertook their voyages across the globe.64 Upon 
marriage they automatically acquired New Zealand citizenship and the 
concomitant rights of entry and free passage to which dependents of ser-
vicemen were entitled.65 Nancy Cott has argued that the conferring of citi-
zenship privileges by way of marriage defi nes the boundaries of the nation.66

However, on arrival in New Zealand, war brides discovered that they were 
not embraced wholeheartedly by the nation that had bequeathed them 
 citizenship. A quest for acceptance and a sense of belonging then stretched 
out in front of them. They occupied contrary positions—supposedly being 
New Zealanders and at the same time not being familiar with local ways. 
They were required to relinquish their own customs and identities, but 
hand in hand with these expectations was a certain amount of acclaim for 
novelty. Being expected to fi t in and simultaneously being regarded as dif-
ferent was sometimes diffi cult to accommodate, and many women endured 
ongoing rebuffs and struggled to attain equilibrium.67 British-born Nancy 
Dickie wrote in 1988, 40 years after she arrived:

My fi rst struggle was trying to become a New Zealander. After all I was mar-
ried to one and this country was to be my home so it was up to me to 
become a Kiwi. This challenge failed forlornly, trying to measure up to what 
I saw as the required standards was exhausting and unrewarding—time and 
common sense soon changed my mind. I decided that if I was to be happy 
I would be “English and proud of it” to the end of my days.68

Tsuruko Lynch, a Japanese war bride, expressed a similar sense of discom-
fi ture. She was helped by neighbors to adapt to New Zealand society and 
“focus on being a good wife and mother.”69 Pressure to assimilate “meant 
that until quite recently [1999] she had put her life in Japan completely 
behind her.”70 It seems that this was not peculiar to Japanese women as 
Englishwomen found acceptance and acclimatization took time and were 
often not completely achievable. As Nancy Dickie found, rather than 
assimilate completely, she simply came to terms with her own 
“difference.”71

In general, war brides were anxious to make a good impression on their 
in-laws and to avoid confl ict and were, therefore, unlikely to object, as evi-
denced by English-speaking women who felt similar pressure to conform. 
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For example, religious affi liation proved to be a site of contention as families 
tried to impose their denominational beliefs on the newly arrived brides. 
Sylvia Smith, an Anglican from Derbyshire (United Kingdom), was 
expected to join the Methodist Church in Rangiora, the small South Island 
hometown of her in-laws. Her father-in-law presented her with a Methodist 
hymnbook soon after she arrived and, impervious to her protests, assured 
her that, having married his son, she was now a Methodist.72 She experi-
enced the letting go of her religious affi liations as a threat to her identity. 
In this case, English-speaking Sylvia felt that her past had to be abandoned 
if she was to be accepted in New Zealand.73 Her compromise was to incor-
porate attendance at both churches each Sunday for as long as she lived 
with her in-laws. 

War brides faced issues relating to acculturation and conforming regard-
less of their origins. Being labeled as “repatriated” and gaining citizenship 
did not automatically equate to being a “Kiwi.” Differences in language, 
culture, and lifestyle brought war brides into sharp relief against their 
receiving communities. While they struggled to rationalize their choice of 
marrying a foreign serviceman and negotiated the transition to their hus-
band’s home country, they also had to overcome hurdles that the acquisition 
of citizenship privileges did not automatically level.

On migrating to New Zealand, gendered expectations dictated that they 
would be good wives and mothers, but they often found their in-laws 
skeptical of their capacity for the job—a skepticism based on suspicion of 
anything “foreign.” British women, no less than European and other 
women, found this to be the case. Marygold Miller, English war bride, 
wrote to her mother in October 1946 that she was

beginning to realize there was a lot of local resentment against the English 
which I did not expect. Here and there small slightly insulting remarks were 
passed which I did my best to ignore. I was amazed to fi nd that English 
women were judged to be ineffi cient housekeepers, and every mistake I made 
was pointed out as proof of this.74

For the most part, war brides were willing to learn new skills and adapt to 
new living arrangements, ingredients, and cooking facilities that differed 
greatly from those they had previously enjoyed, but mistakes were lighted 
upon as evidence of ineptitude or “ineffi cient foreign ways.”75

To assist war brides’ adaptation, women were introduced to the
New Zealand way of life, its culture, and customs through talks and fi lms 
on board ship and in Italy even before they sailed. Instruction courses 
 notwithstanding, war brides found themselves on a steep learning curve 
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once they arrived in New Zealand. The government seemed anxious to 
promote conservative domestic and family values, distributing copies of 
Frederick Wood’s Understanding New Zealand and New Zealand: The Land, 
the People, the Way of Life. In Understanding New Zealand, war brides could 
read about the “typical” New Zealand dairyman:

The farmer who merely supervises the work of others is virtually unknown. 
He himself (often aided by his wife) splashes through the mud of Taranaki 
or the Manawatu or the Waikato to the cowshed.76

Professor Wood at least warned about the mud, and his books left them in 
no doubt of the rural nature of New Zealand society, the predominance of 
employment in primary production, and the sparseness of the population.77

However, most war brides were unprepared for the demands of
New Zealand life and could not always hide their disappointment at the 
lack of shops and entertainment.

War brides in New Zealand were relegated to the “home front,” but in 
comparison with New Zealand women, most had a heightened awareness of 
what it meant to be at war. Home front and warfront had not, for many of 
these women, been separated by geography and for some had been one and 
the same. They found themselves out of step with the wives and mothers who 
had remained in New Zealand for the duration of the confl ict and who had 
not had a similar “war experience.” While New Zealand had actively partici-
pated in the war by supplying 130,000 Allied troops for war service and been 
a hub for manufacture and primary production, supplying Britain as well as 
the U.S. forces stationed in the Pacifi c, it did not suffer the  immediacy of 
war as had occurred in Europe, the Middle East, and, arguably, North 
America.78 Although New Zealand feared a Japanese invasion, this did not 
eventuate, resulting in a general lack of appreciation after the fact of the 
impact of war destruction experienced by many of the war brides. Talk of 
such experiences was deprecated, and war brides felt forced to drop their war 
(and other) past(s) from conversation. As noncombatants there was no place 
for “heroic” versions of their wartime experiences, but there was also little 
tolerance for what Penny Summerfi eld terms a “stoic” narrative version of 
their war lives.79 While they may not have been combatants in the war that 
spawned their marriages, many had fi rsthand experience of bombings, black-
outs, evacuation, severe shortages, and crossing oceans where torpedoes and 
mines were present. War brides arriving in New Zealand were taking up resi-
dency among a female population that had remained at the peripheries of the 
war and were faced with creating a truncated personal narrative—one that 
began the day they reached New Zealand.
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Because they “belonged” in existing established families, war brides were 
quickly immersed in New Zealand society, possibly more quickly than other 
immigrants. Quick absorption is more problematic that it might appear. 
Anne Imamura noted that women who arrived as migrants in their hus-
bands’ countries could not move into “local society gradually but face 
immediate problems of establishing themselves in their husbands’ social 
world.”80 It was at this point that war-bride clubs proved most useful to 
those women living in close proximity to one another. Based on their com-
mon experience of traveling on the ships and the mixed reception upon 
arrival, they offered one another acceptance, confi dentiality, and moral sup-
port. Many war brides, however, were dispersed around the country to their 
husbands’ rural homes, and the impact of this dispersal heightened their 
loneliness.81 Although the war ended in 1945, the sense of dislocation 
experienced by these “war” brides extended far beyond the immediate end 
of the war and relocation to a peacetime society so very far away.

Useful Assets

Representations of war brides were an interesting mixture of commerce and 
domesticity. Side by side with gendered representations of war brides des-
tined for domestic and child-rearing futures were welcoming speeches incor-
porating trade images made to war brides and delivered against a backdrop 
of Plunket nurses providing care facilities on the arrival wharfs for infants 
and their mothers.82 Just as war had, for many, quite literally blown apart 
the walls of the domestic sphere and military and government offi cials inter-
vened in personal relationships, the domesticity so longed for in the postwar 
era also exemplifi ed the blurring of the private and the public. Housekeeping 
and child-raising abilities were scrutinized by receiving families backed up 
by the Red Cross and Plunket Society, a voluntary organization for the 
improvement of the health of mothers and infants.83 Newly arrived war 
brides were introduced to the Plunket philosophy at the earliest opportunity, 
and photographs of Plunket nurses showing off the “new New Zealanders” 
were regular features in the press.84 Inexperienced in infant care and bereft 
of family support, war brides made good use of Plunket nursing services 
although confl ict sometimes resulted because of the disparity between rou-
tines promoted by the Plunket Society and war brides’ own heritage.85

Some war brides found that culturally specifi c knowledge about child-
rearing and wifely roles did not transplant well.86 The rearing of children 
according to the strict “Plunket way” went against the ethos of those whose 
cultural norms favored a more inclusive nurturing style of infant care.87 Or, 
as an English bride found, it was possible to get on the off-side with the 
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Plunket nurse merely by purchasing a feeding formula other than that rec-
ommended by the Society.88 War brides appear to have coped with the 
mandates of the Plunket nurse in similar ways to local women—when they 
disagreed with Plunket they simply ignored the advice given or ceased 
attending Plunket clinics. However, whereas local women could often fall 
back on family or friends for advice, war brides faced pregnancy and child-
rearing without natal family support and were more isolated in this respect. 
The lack of infrastructure and support networks of their own kin was sorely 
felt. In her story of caring for her fi rstborn child, John, Kath Adams encap-
sulated how the absence of natal family affected her: “I can remember John 
howling and howling. He’s just six weeks younger than Prince Charles. And 
I said, at least the Queen doesn’t have to put up with this! Someone [in the 
Royal household] would know what to do, and I didn’t.”89

Although she could not, or would not, recall homesickness per se, there 
is poignancy in Kath’s account of having to cope on her own. This was a 
common reaction among war brides. Their sense of alienation and disloca-
tion was often most vividly described in connection with pregnancy, infant 
care (and death), and housekeeping, especially cooking and keeping the 
cantankerous wood-burning ranges alight. The gendered nature of their 
roles as housewife and mother served to suggest that they could perform 
these tasks irrespective of location, whereas the reality was that the absence 
of familial support networks deprived them of vital, culturally specifi c, and 
familiar routines.90 New Zealand’s war brides often faced extreme hardships, 
especially initially, because of housing shortages, old-fashioned cooking 
facilities, and lack of household appliances. They knew that their lack of 
skills in coping with New Zealand conditions was a matter of conjecture 
and recognized that they were viewed as falling short of the ideal. It was at 
this point that mothers-in-law, intolerant of their failings, often openly used 
derogatory terms linking the newly arrived bride in no uncertain way with 
brothels and loose living. There was a concerted effort to present incoming 
war brides, including those from former enemy territories, as attractive, 
feminine, mastering the English language, and as capable of discharging 
their duties as mothers. But running parallel with efforts to portray war 
brides as ideal wives and mothers was a pervasive idea that they were 
 morally suspect, sexually available, and inept housekeepers.

Conclusion

New Zealanders portrayed the women who became the war brides of “their” 
men in contradictory terms. Publicly, they were acclaimed as ambassadors, 
model settlers, and contributors to the “balancing of the books” in terms 
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of imports and exports. Besides being assessed in commercial terms, they 
were judged on moral, demographic, and logistical criteria, and their per-
ceived attributes and defi ciencies were a matter of public debate. The media 
scrutinized their origins, appearance, and demeanor, portraying them
as harbingers of modern fashions, adaptable, and compatible with
New Zealand society while simultaneously drawing attention to their
risqué behavior and possibly dubious motives for marrying New Zealand 
servicemen. Privately, in-laws examined and questioned war brides’ capacity 
to be good wives and mothers and were variously intrigued and scandalized 
by their clothes and habits.

The war experiences and service of the war brides marked them off as 
dissimilar to the majority of local women and were completely overshad-
owed by the war service of New Zealand’s returning veterans. On arrival in 
New Zealand, war brides faced prejudice and conservative attitudes as well 
as well-meaning, if sometimes narrow-minded, kindness and acceptance. 
War brides were, even in their own eyes, at once privileged and disadvan-
taged. They were privileged by virtue of their marriage to a New Zealand 
serviceman and the rights to free passage and entry to the country that it 
implied; they were disadvantaged by being “foreign” and having to face the 
journey and life in New Zealand without family support. Administrative 
procedures and gendered expectations categorized them in ways that prede-
termined their roles and directed them to fi t into the receiving society 
intent on regenerating the family and reigniting the national economy. War 
brides’ family histories, their war service, and life experience were subsumed 
by marriage, motherhood, and domestic life. In the process of becoming a 
war bride and traveling to New Zealand, these women found their depen-
dent status fi rmly established and their occupation in the domestic arena 
assumed.91

New Zealand’s sample of incoming war brides demonstrates how moving 
between countries as a result of wartime encounters impacted on these 
women. Government policies relative to citizenship, nation building, and 
maintenance of the British Empire, economic, and commercial consider-
ations, all contributed to the reconfi guration of war brides’ identity and 
sense of belonging in the postwar period. The women themselves have 
overwhelmingly described the impact of arrival as heightened by the sense 
that they needed to abandon their past affi liations, customs, and histories. 
The full glare of publicity that greeted war brides on arrival focused atten-
tion on their compatibility with New Zealand culture and society or, at 
least, their willingness to adapt to it. Signs of difference were muted as press 
reports sought to convey the impression of easily assimilated women and 
children. At the same time, lingering prejudices surfaced in families and 
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communities critical of the perceived shortcomings especially in the 
 domestic arena. Taken together, these issues contributed to confl icting 
 messages being received by war brides, and, on the whole, women found 
New Zealand society contrived to obliterate their pasts (especially their war 
lives) and required them to conform to the status quo.

This is the story not of a few extraordinary women but of a mass move-
ment of women from the mainstream of their societies. New Zealand’s 
sample of war brides is colorful in its diversity, yet common themes run 
through their experience. Most found it diffi cult. As one war bride in
New Plymouth said, “I can tell you categorically I wouldn’t do it again.”92

This is not because she regrets her life in New Zealand. It is because she still 
remembers the acute pain of adjustment and diffi culty in bridging the gap 
between her war (and peace) pasts and her chosen future in New Zealand. 
Whether welcomed as bride or regarded suspiciously as having disembarked 
from a brothel, war was the formative experience of these women. Women, 
who in the wake of—often quite literally—losing their former homes, 
struggled against the simultaneous loss of individual  identities and the impo-
sition of impossible ideals and damaging stereotypes.
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CHAPTER 4

Innocence and Punishment: The War 
Experiences of the Children of Dutch 

Nazi Collaborators

Ismee Tames

The German invasion of the Netherlands on 10 May 1940 made the 
anonymous author of Onder de vleugels van de partij: kind van de 
Führer (Under the Wings of the Party: Child of the Führer) feel 

excited.1 The invading Germans were National Socialists just like himself 
and his parents. Now, fi nally, the bullying and street fi ghts between the few 
supporters and many adversaries of National Socialism would be over. The 
new era had arrived! But living in Rotterdam, the 12-year-old soon saw his 
city erupt in fl ames during Luftwaffe bombing four days later. The adven-
ture that was supposed to come with war was accompanied by fear and 
anxiety and fundamentally changed his life. In the course of the war, he 
would be sent to a National Socialists-children’s home in eastern Germany, 
conscripted into the Wehrmacht, and eventually enter the service of the SS. 
This Dutch boy ended the war actually fi ghting on the German side in the 
battle of Arnhem and in the Ardennes. 

In contrast to this story, most children of Dutch National Socialists 
remained noncombatants and did not experience the harsh realities of war 
and occupation until 5 September 1944, when the Allies liberated the 
southern provinces of the Netherlands and collaborators fl ed en masse 
out of the recently liberated areas. Dolle Dinsdag (Mad Tuesday), as 5 
September came to be known, plays an important role in the autobiogra-
phies and memoirs that these children later wrote.2 Throughout the course 
of September and October, collaborators who had not succeeded in getting 
north of the main rivers were mostly arrested. The rest of the Netherlands 



88 ●  Ismee Tames

remained in German hands and experienced the harshest period of the Nazi 
occupation. For many collaborators, the period from September 1944 up 
to the summer of 1945 was a time of growing insecurity and degradation. 
This period was particularly harrowing for the women and children 
involved, who, in spite of often having been minimally politically active, 
were now faced with the far-reaching consequences of the political choices 
and deeds of their husbands and fathers.

“Suffering” was from the beginning regarded as an integral element in 
the Dutch experience of the Second World War, epitomized by the idea 
that this small neutral country had been brutally invaded by its large, 
aggressive neighbor and had been subjected to its regime of terror for fi ve 
long years. Suffering and innocence are combined themes in Dutch postwar 
national identity,3 having become synonymous with rejecting evil and, 
therefore, with being on “the good side.”4 By the 1960s, the idea of national 
suffering was superceded by the suffering of various groups within society: 
the Dutch Jews were the subjects of initial attention but were soon followed 
by other groups affected by the war, such as bombardment victims, resis-
tance fi ghters, and the “second generation,” including the children of col-
laborators. The defi nition of suffering at the hands of the German enemy or 
National Socialism broadened to include suffering endured as a result of 
decades of societal ignorance and neglect or, rather, the suffering infl icted by 
postwar society on “war victims.” Children in testimony books thus became, 
in their own minds and through their publications, representatives of the 
helpless innocent nation that could not withstand the horrors of war.5

The memoirs or “testimony books” of children of collaborators began to 
appear in the early 1980s and drew attention to the effects of the war and 
occupation on them at the time and later in their adult lives.6 The children, 
both those who actively contributed to the German war effort and those 
who did not, present their stories in these memoirs within the narrative 
framework of the “innocent child.” In doing so, they mobilize the notion 
of unjust suffering that is central to the Dutch collective memory of the 
war, from which they are otherwise largely excluded because of their status 
as the children of the “enemy within.” Placing themselves under the same 
umbrella as other “war victims” had obvious therapeutic effects on the 
people concerned. However, the signifi cant peculiarities of their actual 
individual experiences and memories must be noted in examining their 
testimonies.

Unlike other “war children,” the offspring of collaborators shared a diffuse 
fear of a Bijltjesdag (a Day of Reckoning): an Allied victory was expected to 
unleash the revenge of the Dutch population on the collaborators. 
Collaborators’ children often hoped for a German victory or at least a “draw.” 
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These hopes, fears, and expectations of a postwar future clearly set these 
children apart from the rest of the Dutch population. In their memoirs, 
children of collaborators blur the distinctions between the concepts of 
“victim,” “perpetrator,” and “bystander” and thereby invite a questioning of 
the divisions between “right” and “wrong” (goed and fout) that were forcibly 
imposed by the Dutch on all who lived in the country during the war. 
During the 1980s, however, the accounts of these children began to attract 
increasing public interest following a critical shift in attitudes away from 
the early postwar myths of national heroism and resistance in the 
Netherlands.7 This interest was sharpened in conjunction with a move in 
scholarly and public interest from heroism to victimhood. The image of the 
innocent child who had endured hardships replaced questions regarding the 
responsibility of perpetrators of war crimes and issues of guilt and respon-
sibility that had previously dominated Dutch views of those who had in 
one way or another collaborated with the Nazis.

Telling the war stories of collaborators’ descendents who return to the 
position and perspectives of childhood in their memoirs has important 
consequences. In Western culture, especially since the twentieth century, 
childhood is regarded as a distinct phase in life. Childhood is also regarded 
in a utopian light: it ought to be carefree and a time of happiness. When 
a child “loses” his or her innocent childhood, it is generally perceived as 
unfair or even tragic.8 These cultural notions about how childhood should 
be experienced infl uence how readers interpret stories about children. When 
the main protagonist of a war story is a child, the narrator has the possibil-
ity of addressing questions that would be much more diffi cult if told from 
an adult’s perspective. For instance, the notion of helplessness associated 
with children allows the helplessness of adults to be addressed—a much 
more uncomfortable and problematic reality but one of crucial importance 
when thinking about the impact of war on combatants and noncombatants 
alike.

It is also important to interrogate the cultural association of helplessness 
with innocence. The supposed helplessness of the child invites us to regard 
him or her as an innocent who cannot, therefore, be interrogated on politi-
cal or moral issues. “Innocence” makes every evil that befalls the child seem 
automatically “unjust” or “unfair.”9 When collaborators’ children present 
their war stories fi rst and foremost as children, the fi rst impulse of the reader 
to focus on the deeds and ideas of the parents or the moral choices of 
youngsters engaged directly with the war effort is diverted. The adoption 
of a “childlike persona” makes it possible for the author to avoid the larger 
political and historical context of their stories and remove the burden of 
being scrutinized as a Nazi supporter. 



90 ●  Ismee Tames

Many of the memoirs written by the offspring of Dutch collaborators 
focus on exclusion and societal revenge, both feared and real, and on all 
who were stained by National Socialism. The framework of the “innocent 
child” thus begins by underscoring an injustice perpetrated by society: these 
children are depicted as the innocent victims not of their parents’ choices 
but of society’s blind revenge. In some memoirs, parental choices are ques-
tioned; in others, they are not. This does not mean, however, that for all 
children of collaborators this framework of punishment by society functions 
in the same way. As this chapter demonstrates, retribution and the way it 
is remembered depend on the specifi c experiences of these children in the 
last stages of the war. The kinds of “social punishment” they identify 
depend upon whether they remained at home, were evacuated to rural 
provinces, or ended up in Germany. The memoirs of children of collabora-
tors enhance our understanding of the ways in which childhood memories 
are framed. They can reveal the means of dealing with the legacies of col-
laboration and how these memories have become cohesively integrated in 
the Dutch collective memory of the Second World War.

The Children Who Stayed

During the occupation, NSB members constituted a small minority of the 
Dutch population. They were generally seen as traitors to the national 
cause, supporters of an “un-Dutch” ideology and of the Nazi dictatorship 
and its regime of terror.10 The Germans were, of course, the real enemy, 
but followers of the NSB were regarded as the “enemy within,” a position 
even more worthy of contempt and disgust. The children of NSB members 
were equally abhorrent in the eyes of their contemporaries, all the more so 
because Nazi propaganda presented them as the “new generation,” who 
would build the National Socialist future in the Netherlands. To this end, 
they were frequently dressed in the uniform of the Nationale Jeugdstorm 
(National Youth Storm, NJS) at offi cial gatherings of the NSB, at meetings 
with the occupying forces, or at visits of high-ranking Nazis from Berlin. 
The wartime NSB-controlled press commented on sports exchanges 
between the NJS and Hitler Jugend (HJ), while young males were called 
up to fulfi ll their duty against the Soviet Union. Regularly, groups of chil-
dren could be seen assembling at railway stations to go to holiday camps 
in Germany, Austria, or the Sudetenland. Even closer to home, they sold 
NSB newspapers, raised money for National Socialist welfare organizations, 
and marched through the streets singing about the imminent National-
Socialist era. To the Dutch public at the time, these children were a con-
stant reminder of the Netherlands’ weakness and national humiliation in 
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the face of the Nazi occupation. The children were symbols of the ongoing 
occupation and one of the most troublesome representations of the “enemy 
within.” Predictably, they were often isolated and bullied by the rest of the 
Dutch population.

Unsurprisingly, among collaborators and their families, there was a con-
stant fear of a Bijltjesdag. Neighbors, colleagues, or schoolmates whispered 
that they would take their revenge when the liberation came and that Dutch 
Nazis would be “swinging from the highest trees.”11 This of course fright-
ened the children, even though many of their parents insisted that a 
German victory was imminent and that they should not pay any attention 
to their frustrated schoolmates. In spite of parental reassurances, some 
children still had nightmares about Bijltjesdag. Hendrik, who was eight 
when the war broke out, expected that the world would be turned upside 
down if the Germans lost the war. He feared that the signs that now read 
Juden nicht erwünscht (Jews not wanted) would change into NSB-ers niet gew-
enscht (NSB-ers not wanted) and that they would all be forced to wear swasti-
kas on their clothes.12 While this never happened, it does demonstrate the 
existence of fears about a day of vengeance long before liberation came.13

Sytze van der Zee’s memoirs exhibit similar preoccupations when he writes 
that his parents left the NSB long before the war’s end hoping to salvage their 
reputations.14 The damage had already been done, though. The fact that his 
father sold his WA (Weerafdeling, NSB militia group) combat uniform after 
he ended his membership did not make his neighbors forget that he had once 
possessed it. When Dolle Dinsdag came, Sytze and his siblings were sent to 
their grandparents in the countryside. When nothing happened, the children 
soon returned. Their parents had, in the meantime, begun a wild hunt for 
any incriminating documents that then had to be destroyed.15 This chaos 
within the domestic sphere mirrored what was happening on the streets. 
Van der Zee describes his experiences as a six-year-old in an increasingly dev-
astated bourgeois neighborhood during the last winter of the war. The young 
Van der Zee tried to assert his place as a part of the neighborhood where 
everything revolved around fi nding wood, coal, and food.

Van der Zee’s memoirs, Potgieterlaan 7, were published in 1997 and 
received considerable media attention.16 During the 1980s, Van der Zee was 
chief editor of Het Parool, a newspaper that had been founded illegally dur-
ing the occupation and still had a strong identifi cation as a “resistance” 
publication. People were, therefore, surprised to fi nd out that he was 
descended from an NSB family. Van der Zee’s secret only became 
public knowledge when he published his memoirs after the deaths of his 
parents and eldest brother. He waited until then to shield them from nega-
tive reactions to their past. In this way, the “innocent child” became his 
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parents’ protector. In his book, Van der Zee moved between past and pres-
ent, examining his childhood and its effects on his later life and particularly 
his relationship with his parents. During and shortly after the war, he was 
known in the neighborhood and at school as the son of an NSB member. 
The other children called him and his brother “fi lthy NSB-ers” and
“traitors,” but at the same time, Van der Zee describes how they shared the 
other children’s fear of a real fanatic and authoritarian NSB man who lived 
close by.17 Although Van der Zee was teased by his peers, he was also a 
member of their street gang and took part in fi ghts with children from other 
neighborhoods. When liberation fi nally came, the Van der Zee children 
were nevertheless excluded from the liberation parties in the neighborhood. 
Amid rumors about people being arrested, the family sat at home and 
waited for something to happen. Finally, soldiers came to the door and 
arrested his father at gunpoint. This, naturally, made a huge impression on 
the rest of the family and especially the mother, who was also desperately 
afraid of being arrested. The family went underground in their own house, 
hoping that people would assume they had left. The house and the house-
hold deteriorated. After a while, news from his father came and they went 
to visit him in a nearby camp. Sytze thought his father looked quite normal 
and made a calm impression, although his head had been shaved. The camp 
was not too bad, his father said. He explained the theatrical arrest by the 
armed soldiers as a case of mistaken identity. The soldiers believed he was 
another man who was also called Van der Zee, who had betrayed Dutch 
Jews to the Germans.18

Sytze’s mother seemed far more disturbed by what had happened than 
his father. After his arrest, she was on her own in a hostile environment and 
with an entire family to feed. She began to lose control. She cried, was sui-
cidal, and fought constantly with Sytze’s eldest brother. Sytze hung around 
on the streets with the other children where he more or less belonged to 
the group. Still, for this young boy, the well-known, trusted neighborhood 
could suddenly become a hostile environment where his father could be 
taken away and he could be bullied. The gap between his experience and 
that of the other children in the street is clearly described in his book when 
he observes how he saw the city’s recovery from the war: the garbage was 
collected again, the streets were rebuilt, the houses painted. It was only his 
house that gradually began to crumble away. Like the house, his family had 
fallen to pieces and seemed to recover far more slowly than everyone else’s. 

The dual face of their own community was felt even more directly by 
other children of collaborators. Sometimes NSB families were dramatically 
torn apart, and the arrests were accompanied by violence and the humiliation
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of the parents. Janny and Pia, for instance, recall beatings by locals and 
public humiliation,19 as do Eva and Marrie.20 Marrie was fi fteen when her 
village was liberated. The local population besieged and pillaged her family 
house. Before being arrested and taken away by the local authorities, her 
parents were dragged into the street, where Marrie’s mother’s head was 
shaven and her father was beaten. In the end, Marrie was left alone with 
her little brothers and sisters until friends of her parents came to collect 
them.21 Marrie’s story stresses the punishment of these children who had 
not been “active” as collaborators, let alone as combatants, and were, there-
fore, not guilty of any wrongdoing. She framed their experiences as the 
cruel punishment of the innocent, not as a sad consequence of the deeds 
and choices of her parents.

The moment that their fathers, or sometimes both parents, were arrested 
is crucial in the recollections of many collaborators’ children who experi-
enced the liberation on the thresholds of their own homes. It was at this 
point that their trust in what they had assumed to be a known and safe 
world was eroded. Their stories often revolve around being threatened (men 
with guns or people yelling that they will shoot them) or actual physical 
violence (a father pushed down the stairs or beaten in the street).22 The 
moment of arrest marked a point of tremendous insecurity for the 
children. 

When studying instances of violence and punishment in the memoirs, 
it is important to point out how some of the testimonies were collected. 
Janny and Pia, for example, were interviewed about their experiences as a 
part of a student’s research project in the late 1980s. The resultant thesis 
intended to “give a voice” to former children of collaborators who had 
negative experiences in the immediate postwar period. Eva and Marrie were 
interviewed over a decade later with a similar purpose, although this time 
the interview project was initiated by a popular historical magazine and 
resulted in a book.23 The aim of both works was to promote stories and 
interests of the “silenced victims” of postwar reconstruction. The interviewees 
were invited to talk about their negative experiences but not necessarily exam-
ine what may have shaped their memories. This approach had a huge impact 
on what was recalled and presented in the subsequent publications. Negative 
experiences were regarded as the rule and the positive ones as exceptional. 
Many stories stressed moral outrage at a society that visited the crimes of the 
collaborator parents upon the “innocent” shoulders of the children. 

The purpose of giving “a voice” to “a silenced group” may be therapeuti-
cally adequate under certain circumstances and may also facilitate public 
debate about the long-term consequences of war, but it is also a way of 
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according primacy to some memories while marginalizing the impact of 
others. Narratives in which a violent arrest or humiliation of the parents 
did not occur or of children who were the recipients of relatives’ or neigh-
bors’ hospitality came to be categorized as atypical and pushed to the mar-
gins. While both these collections reveal instances of “normal” or friendly 
behavior by others, they are presented as unusual in the quest to accord vic-
tim status to the children and to question national wartime mythologies.24

Different liberation experiences are connected with the fact that there 
was no consistent or clear policy on the arrest of collaborators. In some 
cities, the organized resistance had lists of NSB members who were required 
to be turned in. In others, personal scores were settled or it was disputed 
whether the resistance, Binnenlandse Strijdkrachten (Domestic Forces, BS), 
or the police were to do the arresting.25 Sometimes the arrest developed into 
an “event” with crowds watching and shouting. Compared with France, for 
instance, only a few collaborators were actually killed. But when it came to 
the threat of violence, Bijltjesdag expectations seemed to be a confi rmation 
of what many NSB members and their children had feared all along. It felt 
like the whole population had turned against them. It was the moment in 
which children of collaborators realized that their social position had been 
dependent on Hitler’s occupying forces. For children of collaborators, 
who experienced the liberation at home, the shock that known and trusted 
people could turn against them was thus central to their war experience.

The Children Who Fled to the North and East of the Netherlands 

Many children of collaborators only realized the dangers they were in when 
they fl ed the Allied liberation of the southern provinces in September 1944. 
Hendrik, the boy who was afraid of anti-NSB signs after liberation, and his 
mother stayed with family in Amsterdam for a while but returned to their 
home in The Hague shortly after Dolle Dinsdag. Their fi nal departure came 
when their house was destroyed in a bombardment in March 1945. At that 
stage, he left for the rural northeastern province of Drenthe together with 
his mother and sister. In his memoirs, written in 2006, Hendrik, who as a 
child had been a big fan of Hitler and a member of the NJS, remembered 
this journey to Drenthe as a time of adventure. In writing this account, he 
seems neither to have intended to call attention to “silenced memories” nor 
to scrutinize his position vis-à-vis his parents and their political choices. 
This results in a lively manuscript in which, although the child’s perspective 
is presented, innocence or “unfair” treatment are not foregrounded. Hendrik 
described how he enjoyed walking the roads on their fl ight to Drenthe and 
not knowing exactly where their journey would end. During the trip, they 
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called at farms to ask for food and a place to rest. They often encountered 
hospitality but remained reserved. They presented themselves as bombard-
ment victims, never mentioned their NSB affi liations, and tried hard not 
to get involved with people. At one of their stops, a local mayor organized 
a more permanent place for them to stay at a farm near town. Hendrik’s 
family was thus fi rst and foremost seen and treated as bombing victims. 
This meant that they did not fear liberation as such but more the possible 
consequences of being “discovered” as collaborators.

When Drenthe was liberated, the stress of hiding their ex-NSB status 
mounted. As soon as they were unmasked as NSB members, they were 
separated from the other evacuees. In this memoir it is not the brutal 
reactions of the guards or local people that loom large. The reactions of 
locals were overshadowed by the personal bombshell his mother dropped 
on him at this time, revealing information about his father. She told 
Hendrik that he had been born while his father was married to another 
woman and that his father had only joined the SS during the war because 
he hoped to be able to legally recognize his son. Not only did Hendrik 
suddenly have to see his father in a different light—he had assumed his 
father to be a true National Socialist, not one born out of pragmatism—
but now, in Hendrik’s mind, he himself carried responsibility for their 
vulnerable position. 

At the same time, it is not improbable that there was not much aggres-
sion shown by locals to unfamiliar NSB internees. After all, locals had 
few, if any, personal negative experiences of these Nazi sympathizers, and 
hence they had less impetus to blame, chastise, or exact vengeance on the 
strangers. On the contrary, Hendrik also recalled the friends he made 
when they lived at the farm in Drenthe. One of them, an elderly man, 
who was also a member of the local resistance, even promised to look 
after Hendrik’s stuffed toy when Hendrik’s family was arrested. In con-
trast, local collaborators and NSB members were seen as disloyal to the 
community. So, unlike the experience of children of collaborators who 
had stayed at home or whose NSB background was known in their neigh-
borhood, for children like Hendrik the actual liberation period is often 
not integral to their experience of the war. The fl ight and their return 
home with (one of ) their parents or being sent to a foster family or chil-
dren’s home had much more impact on their feelings of insecurity. Their 
idea of living in a hostile world was more connected with the need to 
keep their “true identities” hidden. Their experiences as “hidden” NSB-ers 
made their idea of innocence and punishment different from that of the 
children who had experienced the arrest of their parents at home or whose 
fl ight had ended in Germany.
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NSB Children in Germany

In September 1944, many NSB families left on special evacuation trains 
organized by the Germans. The experience of being an expellee and a refu-
gee is central to the accounts of the NSB children who went on this trip. 
Many of them later recalled that the fact that they had left their homes, 
their toys, and often their fathers, and faced an uncertain future increased 
their fear. When these trains came under fi re by Allied planes their feelings 
of vulnerability were amplifi ed. The adults on the journey were unable to 
offer them protection—in and of itself a frightening and alienating experience—
while unknown mighty forces threatened their physical safety. In the mem-
oirs of these refugee children, the image of a burning train in an alien 
environment (often in an unknown part of the country) came to stand as 
a metaphor for displacement and isolation in a world fi lled with enemies. 

Memories of trains under fi re are common and often depicted in similar 
ways.26 Little André was saved by a German soldier, who accompanied his 
train and threw him over a wire fence. The soldier shot his machine gun 
at the planes. While his mother tried to protect André by covering him as 
best she could with her own body, the toddler assured her that when he 
grew up he too would learn to shoot planes.27 Some trains managed to keep 
going, as was remembered by Duke Blaauwendraad-Doorduijn, then an 
urban middle-class girl of about twelve who had fl ed with her mother. Her 
story of a train attack is particularly poignant and harrowing. In the may-
hem of the shooting, she saw horrible creatures with mad eyes and striped 
clothes running in the open fi eld near where she was hiding. Later, she 
concluded that they must have been psychiatric patients from a nearby 
hospital.28 But at the time, she felt as if she was in hell surrounded by 
shooting, screaming, and unknown mad creatures.

In the stories of these children, the attacks on their evacuation trains are 
framed as symbolic of their own vulnerability and coincide with a self-
image of being refugees and innocent victims. That the trains also often 
carried German soldiers is subsumed within this framework. The trains 
under Allied fi re are instead remembered as symbols of violence against 
defenseless women and children and have become separated from the larger 
historical context. 

Duke and her mother were brought to camp Westerbork before going 
further to Germany. In an ironic twist to her “evacuation” story, it was from 
Westerbork that the deportation of the Jewish population of the Netherlands 
had taken place. Almost all Dutch Jews were brought to Westerbork and 
from there transported to extermination camps, mostly at Auschwitz and 
Sobibor. Duke, however, did not realize where they were. They met some 
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acquaintances while waiting in a hall near the camp and arranged a private 
cottage on the campgrounds. That evening they sang songs and played 
games in order to suppress their feelings of insecurity and disorientation. 
When Duke went to get food in the morning, she fi rst realized how big the 
camp actually was. Behind the barbed wire she saw people wearing the Star 
of David. The last transport of Jews from Westerbork was on 13 September 
1944, a few days after the NSB families had left. When her memoirs were 
published in 1989, Blaauwendraad-Doorduijn did not mention what 
kind of discussions their presence at Westerbork had evoked among their 
group. She wrote how she later refl ected on having been at a place so tightly 
connected to the Holocaust: 

After the war when I heard what kind of camp it was I found it terrible that 
we had been there, there of all places. Only much later did it truly occur to 
me how horrible this must have been for the Jewish inhabitants [sic]. That 
they were in the anteroom of hell, did not have any future. How unbearable 
the fears of those parents for their children must have been.29

Like many others who wrote their memoirs in order to come to terms 
with their pasts as children of Nazi collaborators, Duke contrasted and 
compared her experiences with those of other people in danger. Many NSB 
women and children framed their experiences of fl ight with the help of 
existing ideas about people who were persecuted or were on the run. When 
the NSB families left Westerbork for Germany, they really began to feel 
like refugees and came to realize that others regarded them that way as 
well. This is particularly clear in Duke’s and Catherine Gosewins’s (André’s 
mother’s) books.30 A German woman gave Catherine a piece of bread 
when they stopped at a German railway station. Accepting the gift, she 
suddenly realized what she must look like in the eyes of this woman, and 
she remembered how she had once seen Dutch Jews assembled at the rail-
way station in Amsterdam, waiting with their humble luggage for deporta-
tion. One of them had then been eating a rolled up pancake and she had 
wondered how someone in such a state of degradation could possibly think 
of eating.31 This memory exemplifi es how the experience of being a refugee 
simultaneously collided and merged with earlier ideas about people on the 
move. The realization that now it might be their turn to be expelled, 
degraded, and dependent on the help of others came as a shock. Implicitly, 
Catherine shows in her description of this moment that while she felt 
expelled and vulnerable like other “expellees,” she also did not confront 
herself with the uncomfortable questions about why she had not been 
interested in the deportation of the Jews or whether the comparison she 
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made was fair and not merely a way of assigning the status of victimhood 
to herself.

The awareness of their new identities as refugees was further enhanced 
when NSB families arrived at their destination in Germany. Duke remem-
bers how an arrogant Dutch NSB offi cial awaited them and directed them 
through the village where people stopped to stare at them.32 The locals were 
already getting used to the fact that large groups of foreigners were brought 
to their town. In the last stages of the war, millions of people from abroad 
stayed as refugees, POWs (prisoners of war), or as compulsory, forced, or 
slave laborers in Germany. Often locals did not know whether they had 
friends or foes among them. They were not necessarily friendly to Dutch 
Nazi sympathizers. Sometimes the Dutch were, just as in the Netherlands, 
seen as traitors to their own country, at other times as annoying extra 
mouths to feed, as Kitty, who was then seven years old, remembered.33 Yet 
Rinnes Rijke, who was brought to Germany by his father, remembers it 
differently: in the town where he arrived, many people were friendly and 
gave him sweets or fruit.34

While not necessarily welcomed with open arms, the Dutch National 
Socialists in Germany enjoyed a position that was different than the one 
they had occupied in the Netherlands. In Germany, they were no longer 
confronted with a large majority that regarded them as traitors. Their newly 
constructed identities as refugees could thus be further reinforced. This is 
particularly important for the children of collaborators: in describing their 
stay in Germany, they do not mention any fear of, for instance, being “dis-
covered” or punished but focus on ordinary hardships for (child) refugees 
during war, such as bad housing, lack of food, and the fear of bombings. 
Thus, their accounts may resemble those of German “children of the war.” 
But sometimes they also stress the differences between themselves and the 
Germans, who as a result of worsening conditions in the evacuation camps 
became more and more the enemy for some.35 Consequently, the self-image 
of being a victim of the Germans could also take root. 

In Germany, it soon became clear that the offi cials of the 
Nationalsozialistische Volkswohlfahrt36 regarded Dutch Nazi supporters as 
welcome extra support for the German war effort. Apart from daily work 
on farms and in factories for the adults, many of the older children were 
(often consensually) sent elsewhere for “war service.” An unknown number 
of children were separated from their families. Iet, then a girl in her early 
teens, was disappointed when her sister was sent to a camp in the 
Sudetenland and she was not. The 2 sisters and their mother expected that 
this camp was something of a boarding school where she would receive a 
good education and have her own room. This turned out to be a major 
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disappointment, and the letters sent from the Sudetenland show regret, 
strong feelings of homesickness, and, at the same time, self-reassurances that 
the 12-year-old would pull through, particularly since she knew that the 
soldiers at the front had a much heavier burden to bear.37 Neither of the 
sisters ended up in the German war industry although this happened to 
many girls who were sent to the eastern parts of Germany. Many boys were 
taken to Wehrsportlager (army sports camps) in Austria where they received 
military training. Some 400 to 500 Dutch boys thus ended up in the 
Waffen SS.38 Parental reactions to their sons’ military training were varied. 
Some mothers were particularly panicked about their children being trained 
for frontline service. Others fully supported the fact that their children were 
fulfi lling their duty for the German Reich.

The children of collaborators directly experienced war when the German 
cities near their camps were bombed or when they became combatants and 
actual participants in the German war machine. When the latter is described 
in a memoir, it is usually depicted as an unwilling consequence of German 
policy and as something horrible to happen to a child. Parents’ responsibil-
ity for this participation in the war effort or the consequences of the chil-
dren’s own choices are seldom discussed in the memoirs. The framework of 
the stories is that of the innocent child who is swallowed up by the war. A 
telling example is the story of Rinnes Rijke. One day in the autumn of 
1944, Rinnes was taken to a Hitler youth house (HJ-Heim) in Hanover. 
Rinnes was eleven years old and, in fact, too young for the HJ. Although 
he felt quite proud that he had a uniform, he was also the smallest boy in 
the home, the only one from the Netherlands, and totally unaccustomed 
to the militarized way of life in an HJ-Heim. His father only visited him 
once and, instead of comforting Rinnes and taking him away, as Rinnes 
had hoped he would do, the man broke down and talked about suicide. 
Rinnes’s father returned to the Netherlands, where he worked for the 
Germans and remarried. Rinnes desperately awaited letters from his father, 
but when none arrived, he got used to getting by on his own and trusted 
that all would be well once the war was over and he could go home. Rinnes 
was soon sent to an HJ-Heim where he was to have his military training 
and where the discipline was harsh and humiliating physical punishments 
often occurred.39

Rinnes’s memoirs were published in 1982. His book was one of the fi rst 
published accounts of a collaborator’s child and, as such, received consider-
able attention. Rinnes framed his memories around the title Niet de schuld, 
wel de straf (Not Guilty, but Still Punished). In his book, he focused on the 
revenge that was exacted on him by the Dutch public for being the son of 
a collaborator. Rinnes did not analyze what had happened to him since the 
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framework of “punished without guilt” made that superfl uous. He was not 
looking for ways to understand his past or the relationship with his family 
and society but was rather seeking to convince his readers of the unjust 
treatment he received after the war in the Netherlands.40 Interestingly, he 
did not present his period of “exile” in Germany in 1944 and 1945 in terms 
of injustice and punishment. Conditions at the HJ house were harsh, but 
he accepted it as a part of what war was about. 

The return to the Netherlands, especially for children who had lost 
contact with their parents, could be a troubled trip. After the German sur-
render, millions of displaced persons had to be repatriated. Among them 
were about 300,000 people from the Netherlands, including 270,000 
Dutch workers (mainly men) who had been forced to work in Germany, 
about 13,000 Dutch men and women who were released from concentra-
tion camps, and 10,500 Dutch POWs.41 According to offi cial sources, there 
were about 4,500 Dutch willingly residing in Germany at the end of the 
war, including volunteers in the German military forces and collaborators, 
many of whom were Dolle Dinsdag refugees.42 It is unclear whether these 
statistics included their children. It is possible that in the chaos of the May 
1945 period, children traveling alone or in small groups did not stand out. 
Lia was with other NSB children in Theresienstadt at the end of the war 
and remembered that liberated Jewish women took care of them. In men-
tioning this, she also referred to the maltreatment she received on her return 
to the Netherlands. Tom, then aged 12, and Nico, 10, had similar experi-
ences on returning from a Kinderlandverschickung (a holiday camp in the 
countryside, KLV) in Czechoslovakia.43 Ida also traveled back through the 
frontlines. She was questioned by Dutch border guards, and it was at that 
stage, as she explained it, that her humiliation began. Henk, who was then 
12, also remembered this.44 As soon as the children encountered other 
Netherlanders, the enormous cleavage between the collaborators and their 
children and the rest of Dutch society became apparent. The children feared 
that Bijltjesdag was imminent. “We will hang you all from the highest 
trees,” warned a man Rinnes met on a train to Belgium.45

Rinnes himself did not encounter any bad treatment on his return to 
the Netherlands, and even though many Dutch offi cials did not seem very 
friendly, there was always someone willing to take care of him. Rinnes lied 
about his past, keeping silent on his NSB and HJ connections and claimed 
that he had been sent to a children’s holiday camp in Germany. The border 
administration dismissed him and sent him home. The real disappointment 
occurred when he found out that his father had married a woman who 
instantly began taking out all her frustrations on him. Rinnes urged his 
readers to share his opinion that that it was “Dutch society” that had let 
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him down, assigning him the stigma of being a war criminal and failing to 
rescue him from his evil stepmother. Rinnes’s maltreatment at the hands of 
his stepmother symbolizes for him what society did to him: where he had 
longed for a safe home, instead he found ongoing hardship. It is noteworthy 
that Rinnes avoids examining the relationship with his father, his mother, 
and his stepmother and instead focuses on the punishment infl icted on 
children of collaborators by society at large. He appealed to the readers to 
stand up and exclaim that such a society should be ashamed of itself and 
that surely they did not want to belong to a community that punishes 
innocent children. 

An example of an autobiography that revolves totally around the topic 
of unjust punishment by society was written by “P. Berserk.”46 “Berserk” 
was one of the few Dutch boys from a working-class background who 
attended a German cadet school. His father and elder brothers all fought 
on the eastern front. “Berserk” was bullied at school and was, therefore, sent 
to a German school, which did not make things any easier since he had to 
wear his uniform publicly, making him an easy target for Dutch children 
in the streets. In autumn 1944, he and his schoolmates were sent to build 
trenches on the western front. They had to work on evacuated land in the 
Belgian-German border region. They received meager rations and the 
German boys blamed everything that went wrong on the Dutch boys. 
When the fi ghting reached their positions, “Berserk” was already suffering 
from hunger and a lice infestation. In the midst of the raging of the war, 
while being shot at by American fi ghters and listening to the German anti-
aircraft guns responding, it dawned on him that the whole Übermenschen
story was one big lie. His belief in National Socialism further crumbled 
when a group of Red Cross nurses came to powder the naked bodies of all 
men present against scabies. Like “white Negroes,” “Berserk” wrote, we were 
dancing and screaming in the night.47 After that they were sent to the 
German heartland. “Berserk” ended up near the border with Poland at the 
end of 1944 and decided to look for his father, who was supposed to be in 
Posen at that time. He soon ended up going west again with the refugee 
masses fl eeing from the Russian troops. Then all hell really broke loose. His 
impressions of this period consisted mostly of lying in the mud in the burn-
ing cities of Dresden, Berlin, and Hamburg with his hands pressed against 
his ears against the thunder of bombardments.48 He managed to get to 
Schleswig Holstein, where he worked for various farmers until Dutch offi -
cials discovered him at the end of the summer and returned him to the 
Netherlands to be put on trial for serving in enemy forces.

In contrast to Rinnes’s reception in the Netherlands, in cases like 
“Berserk’s” it was obvious that youngsters returning to the country had 



102 ●  Ismee Tames

participated in the Nazi war effort. The stress on innocence in these mem-
oirs is in direct opposition to the way these adolescents were often seen at the 
time: as Hitler’s soldiers. “Berserk” may have been a child soldier, but he was 
still seen as being active in the German war effort and was consequently 
regarded as a danger to the Dutch and Allied cause and as a person deserving 
punishment for his pro-Nazi acts. When “Berserk” returned to the Netherlands, 
for example, he was beaten and humiliated by border guards.49

On their arrival in the Netherlands, the expectation many children had 
of Bijltjesdag became reality. Anticipated and experienced events mingled 
with rumors and stories that fi lled the border and internment camps. 
Central to all the stories of repatriation is the uncertainty about their own 
position and future. At the time, women were rumored to have been raped, 
men beaten and shot at, children taken away, maltreated, and put in deten-
tion centers until they reached the age of maturity. Many camp guards were 
indeed lax about keeping to formal prison rules. They were volunteers who 
lacked a professional background and often felt that they were guarding the 
conquered enemy giving them the right to abuse the internees. Camp com-
manders did not always discipline their guards for the abuse of the detainees 
and sometimes they even encouraged it.50 “Berserk” described how he 
was forced by the guards to jump around like a frog, a humiliation often 
mentioned by interned collaborators,51 but that he refused:

I’d rather die than do that, it runs through my head. They lock me in a dark 
room. I am hungry. I have wet my trousers. My face bleeds. I am in utter 
darkness and weep like a child. Those are the images of my adolescence! Your 
liberation was my mental death!52

This last exclamation illustrates how “Berserk,” like Rinnes, framed his 
story as an accusation and wanted to invoke in Dutch readers compassion 
and feelings of shame that their society allowed these things to happen to 
innocent children. “Berserk” most probably did not choose his pseudonym 
by accident. His memoirs, published shortly after Rinnes’, were fragmented 
and interwoven with outcries about him getting angry and violent while 
writing down his memories. He raged against the society that had made 
this human wreck out of him. 

Duke is much more inquisitive than both Rinnes and “Berserk.” She and 
her mother returned home via Bremen, where Dutch repatriation offi cials 
interrogated them. When Duke refused to give up the names of other NSB 
families in her street, one of the men grabbed her, and she suggests in her 
text that he sexually assaulted her. She avoided specifying what happened 
and appeared to shy away from putting this memory explicitly on paper.53
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To her this experience may have been an example of her ultimate humilia-
tion not just as a child of collaborators but also as a girl. She avoided telling 
her mother about what had happened, fearful that her mother’s reaction 
would further endanger their position. Later she witnessed the humiliation 
of other collaborators. When they arrived back in the Netherlands, Duke 
wrote that they had to watch how men had to run circles in a schoolyard 
while being shot at.54 At the border they were, like all repatriates, disin-
fected. Duke described this as something she found very humiliating. 
Having DDT sprayed on her and the other repatriates’ naked bodies sym-
bolized their vulnerability and invoked associations with vermin that 
needed to be destroyed.55 The act of disinfection signifi ed to her that she 
would, from now on, be treated as a second-class citizen by her own people 
and became, therefore, a part of the memorial framework of social 
punishment.

For “Berserk” and Rinnes it was not so much the failure of their families 
to prevent their participation in the German war effort or even that some 
parents actually sent their children off to participate in the war that was 
central to their narratives. Rather, it was that these experiences at the front 
were seen in the Netherlands as proof of their own, personal, guilt and as 
evidence that they were traitors to the national cause. Society labeled them 
“war criminals,” while they identifi ed themselves largely as victims. The 
source of this victimization was thus, in their minds, transferred from the 
war itself to the social reaction to it afterwards. For many collaborators’ 
children who returned from Germany, the public’s condemnation of these 
young people’s actions became a defi ning experience. The shock of being 
regarded as perpetrators of war crimes dominated their memories, exacer-
bating the image they had of themselves as damaged children who were 
innocent victims of the war.

Conclusion

Not only were collaborators’ children’s experiences of war far from uniform, 
the ways in which their memories were framed also varied. Some stayed in 
the Netherlands and experienced the liberation of their homeland and sub-
sequent arrest of (one of ) their parents at home. These arrests were often 
accompanied by violence. A central experiential element of the war for these 
children was the loss of trust in their familiar environment: neighbors, 
friends, and acquaintances could become dangerous people who had the 
right to arrest and humiliate their parents and to hit or bully the children. 
Other children were billeted with farmers in the eastern or northern prov-
inces in the last stages of the war and were identifi ed after liberation not as 
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evacuees but as “political delinquents.” The possession of a “secret identity” 
that must be kept hidden is one of the central elements in their war experi-
ence. Feelings of loss often manifested themselves later when some of these 
children were sent to foster families or children’s homes. This too became 
remembered as unjust punishment in later years.56

Children who went to Germany often experienced fi ghting and bom-
bardments. Their fl ight, self-identifi cation as refugees, and sometimes per-
sonal experience of fi ghting at the front created identities of victimhood 
that were not accepted when they returned to the Netherlands. The disil-
lusionment they experienced when their suffering was not acknowledged 
and, worse, when they were treated as “collaborators” is a signifi cant ele-
ment in their memories. The long-hoped-for return home was a disappoint-
ment. “Berserk” and Rinnes present this as a betrayal by Dutch society: 
instead of upholding the ideal of the innocent child and complying with 
his or her need for help, safety, and love, society instead betrayed the child 
that returned home from a nightmare. Instead of safety and normality, the 
end of the war seemed only to usher in a new phase of continued suffering, 
humiliation, and rejection.

The reconstruction of liberation and internment experiences in the 
memoirs has been infl uenced by the belief that postwar society punished 
not only Nazi collaborators but also their “innocent” children. Since the 
late 1970s, it has become increasingly common to show compassion for the 
former children of collaborators and to encourage them to tell their stories 
within the framework of being unjustly punished for the actions of their 
parents. This framework fi ts in with more critical Dutch debates about the 
Second World War with regard to national myths of heroism and resistance 
that began in the late 1960s. Consequently, the children of collaborators 
found ways to tell their stories that in the social contexts of the 1940s, 
1950s, and 1960s had been ignored or met with disapproval. In the imme-
diate postwar years, the crimes of their parents, rather than the impact of 
the war on these children, had been the focus of public comment and 
criticism.

The primary narrative construction of the lives of the children of col-
laborators as histories of social retribution in the postwar period has 
obscured their experiences of the war itself. The focus on the ways in which 
these children were “punished” by society has also overshadowed the role 
that their parents played in their wartime experiences. Some authors have 
scrutinized their childhood memories and tried to understand their relation-
ship with their parents and the effects of their parents’ choices. Duke 
Blaauwendraad-Doorduijn and Sytze van der Zee, for instance, undertook 
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such a journey and, thus, were able to provide a much more multifaceted 
impression of the repercussions of the Second World War than the accounts 
of Rinnes and “Berserk.” Regardless of the kind of memoir produced, how-
ever, what remains is a legacy of children whose lives were irrevocably 
changed and damaged by war. Whether victims or naive participants, the 
children of Nazi collaborators demonstrate, through their stories how the 
use of the “innocent child” label enabled Dutch public discourse to address 
the topic of collaboration and slowly integrate it into the broader Dutch 
collective memory of the war. These memories are of great importance 
when studying the legacy of collaboration. The specifi c narrative of unjust 
punishment by society is, however, still a blinkered one when it comes to 
questions of innocence, responsibility, and guilt. Furthermore, experiences 
that do not fi t into this framework remain as silent as the children them-
selves, their voices still drowned by the cacophony of “acceptable” war 
stories.
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CHAPTER 5

The Child Soldier in Literature or 
How Johnny Tremain Became 

Johnny Mad Dog

David M. Rosen

Nearly every day, a world-weary battle-hardened child stares out at us 
from a newspaper or magazine. Every time we turn on the television 
or radio, we are confronted with another story of children bearing 

arms. In all of the rebellions, insurgencies, and civil confl icts that now involve 
millions of people across the globe, there is one common and undisputable 
fact: children and youth are always on or near the fi eld of battle. This brutal 
truth is terribly unsettling. Indeed, the image of child soldiers has become 
a powerful symbol of nearly everything that is wrong with war.

The prevailing view is that child soldiers are the victims of adult abuse 
and criminality. They exist as the most transgressive form of noncombatant: 
children who have been forcefully and unlawfully transformed into combat-
ants in violation of their essential qualities. Like the concepts of child laborer, 
child bride, or child prostitute, the child soldier is seen to be a deviant 
product of adult abuse, and the presupposition is that these children are 
dependent, exploited, and powerless. Even where a child may have commit-
ted terrible war crimes, the child’s culpability is attributed to adult misuse 
and exploitation.

Our current understanding about child soldiers has been primarily shaped 
by an emerging international humanitarian discourse about children. Found 
primarily in the reports of nongovernmental organizations, such as Human 
Rights Watch, Amnesty International, the Coalition to Stop the Use of 
Child Soldiers, and numerous others, this discourse has had a profound 
effect upon public consciousness. But this discourse evidences little or no 
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awareness that current humanitarian views about childhood derive from a 
particular constellation of ideas and practices that began to emerge in 
Europe at the end of the Middle Ages.

During the Middle Ages, children were deemed to be the natural com-
panions of adults.1 But it was also a time when a new set of new ideas about 
childhood developed that stressed belief in the innocence of childhood, the 
practice of segregating children from adults, and the isolation and prolonga-
tion of childhood as a special protected state. These ideas and practices were 
virtually unknown in the preindustrial world but developed and spread in 
the West with the industrial revolution, until they were established, albeit 
unevenly, across virtually all class and cultural boundaries.

The emergence of formal and institutionalized schooling during the indus-
trial revolution served to strengthen the idea of the innocence and weakness 
of children and to increasingly segregate young people from adults. Adolescence,
it has been quipped, was invented with the steam engine.2 During the 
industrial revolution, schooling slowly replaced apprenticeship as the prime 
mode of education. Traditionally, military training was tied to the appren-
ticeship system and was the most resistant to formal schooling of all the 
professions. In the seventeenth century, a boy destined for a career in the 
military—the so-called noble profession—would have perhaps two or three 
years of separate education and at the age of 11, 12, or 13 would fi nd 
himself as a commissioned offi cer in the army or navy, freely mixing with 
adults in the military camps.3 Historically, soldiering appears to be one of 
many professions that by necessity ignored the growing separation of chil-
dren from adults—where else, after all, were the next generation of recruits 
to come from?

But even schooling itself and its associated ideas of childhood were not 
necessarily incompatible with military ideals. As schooling began to domi-
nate educational processes, there was a simultaneous union of military and 
school cultures, as schools, which had once been primarily ecclesiastical 
institutions, became militarized. So, as formal education began to separate 
child life from adult life and create a special culture of childhood, that cul-
ture itself was shaped by a military ethos. Military discipline was deemed 
to have a particular kind of moral virtue. To the extent that military life 
was understood to be virtuous and ennobling, there was little confl ict 
between the idea of the child and the life of the soldier.4 By the end of the 
eighteenth century, the formal relationship between children and military 
life was frequently organized through a variety of institutional mechanisms 
that combined military training, apprenticeship, and pedagogy in varying 
combinations according to class and status. This pattern continued well into 
the middle of the twentieth century.5
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Humanitarian discourse has had an equally profound effect upon con-
temporary literary conventions and has reversed the images of children under 
arms that pervaded much of nineteenth- and twentieth-century literature. 
The transformation is startling: the heroic child fi ghters of yesteryear, such 
as Gavroche in Victor Hugo’s Les Miserables or the boy spy, Kim, in 
Kipling’s eponymous novel, have been replaced by Agu, the battered victim 
of a nameless war in Uzodinma Iweala’s Beasts of No Nation. This is not to 
suggest that there were no dissenting views in the past. As early as 1861, 
Herman Melville raised his skeptical voice against the chorus of hosannas 
surrounding young boys marching off to the civil war. In his poem The
March into Virginia Ending in the First Manassas, he writes, “All wars are 
boyish, and are fought by boys, the champions and enthusiasts of the 
state.”6 But Melville was in the minority, and it took more than 100 years 
before his lone voice became part of the cacophony of humanitarian 
discourse.

How did the heroic child soldier of an earlier era come to be replaced 
by the abused and exploited child who is both killer and victim? What 
alterations in literary conventions and moral attitudes were required in 
order to transform the child soldier into its modern literary construction? 
Much of this stems from the intense focus on African confl icts. While 
children have been recruited as child soldiers in wars all over the world—
Columbia, Kurdistan, Laos, Mexico, New Guinea, Pakistan, Palestine, Peru, 
the Philippines, Sri Lanka, and New Guinea come immediately to mind—
the contemporary literary gaze remains fi rmly fi xed on Africa. Exactly why 
this is the case is unclear. Certainly some contemporary examples of the use 
of child soldiers in Africa, such as the Revolutionary United Front in Sierra 
Leone and the Lord’s Resistance Army in Uganda, have provided chilling 
examples of the abuse of children. But these extraordinary cases have also 
come to serve as the archetype of child soldiers’ experiences in both Africa 
and elsewhere. Literary treatments of African children at war, almost all 
geared to Western audiences, magnify this perspective by the lingering ten-
dency to see Africa with Conradian eyes: seeing in Africa only “the heart 
of darkness.” The general Western discourse about war in Africa, whether 
precolonial, colonial, or postcolonial, has remained remarkably consistent 
since the middle of the nineteenth century. In this discourse, warfare in 
Africa—in contrast to warfare in the West—is invariably cast as irrational 
and meaningless.7

Our understanding of war has also been affected by a more than half a 
century of peace (with obvious exceptions) in the West. Accordingly and luck-
ily, we have lost a visceral understanding of war. Instead, our experience of 
war is mediated by cultural and geographical distance, professional volunteer 
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armies, civil society, and human rights organizations, all of which, in myriad 
ways, serve to ascribe war to an essentialized “other.” As distant observers, 
we remain the ultimate noncombatants with little knowledge of the kind 
of warfare at home that often thrusts children into combat. From the safety 
of the West, we may have reached a point where we can barely comprehend 
the agility and resourcefulness of the children Anna Freud encountered 
during the years of the Nazi air blitz in London.8

The Child Soldier in Modern Humanitarian Discourse

The concept of the “child soldier” seems to be the confl ation of two contradic-
tory and incompatible terms. The fi rst, “child,” typically refers to a young 
person between infancy and youth and connotes immaturity, simplicity, and 
an absence of full physical, mental, or emotional development. The second, 
“soldier,” in the context of contemporary professional armies in the West, 
generally refers to men and women who are skilled warriors. Indeed, the 
entire concept of the child soldier melds together two very contradictory 
and powerful ideas, namely, the “innocence” of childhood and the “evil” of 
warfare. Thus, from the outset, in modern Western imagination, the very 
idea of the child soldier seems both aberrant and abhorrent.9

Distaste for the idea of the child soldier is most clearly expressed in cur-
rent attempts by humanitarian groups to create an international ban on the 
recruitment of child soldiers. Most of these groups have adopted the so-
called Straight 18 position that defi nes childhood as beginning at birth and 
ending at age 18 and defi nes the child soldier as any person under 18 years 
of age who is recruited or used by an army or armed group.10 Humanitarian 
groups have succeeded in altering the military recruiting policies of many 
countries and, perhaps most importantly, in bringing about changes in 
international humanitarian law, the so-called laws of war, so as to make the 
recruitment of children below the age of 15 a crime.

Part of the problem is the very novelty of the modern concept of the 
child soldier. The “Straight 18” position is a prime example of how a new 
political agenda can be represented as an existing cultural norm. It mandates 
an international acceptance of two major principles: fi rst, that childhood be 
universally defi ned as beginning at birth and ending at age 18, and second, 
that childhood is incompatible with military experience. At its heart it 
requires that other existing and competing defi nitions of childhood be 
abandoned in favor of a single international standard. Cast in the language 
of human rights and humanitarian imperatives, this defi nition of childhood 
pays little attention to the enormity of the issues of social and cultural 
changes contained in the transnational restructuring of age categories. Like 
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many other avowed human rights imperatives, it tends to ignore or demonize 
the historical experiences and moral and legal imperatives of other cultures.11

Moreover, in adopting a single universal defi nition of childhood, both 
international humanitarian organizations and human rights law ignore that 
there is no universal experience and understanding of childhood. Indeed, if 
literature has anything to contribute to an understanding of childhood, it 
is that it gives voice to a multiplicity of childhoods, each culturally codifi ed 
and defi ned by age, ethnicity, gender, history, and location.

Humanitarianism and literature tend to narrate the experience of child-
hood in antithetical ways. Humanitarian law codifi es bright-line distinctions 
between childhood and adulthood that are largely indifferent to context; 
literature understands context as informing virtually all narratives about 
children, including distinctions of age. Humanitarian discourse on the vic-
timization of children also contrasts with literary conventions that set chil-
dren into roles as active players and participants in society. Most modern 
literary forms, including the novel, force a focus on individuals and their 
engagement with surrounding psychological or social forces. Indeed, the 
development of modern literature and the development of character go 
hand in hand. By way of contrast, humanitarian rhetoric and reporting 
about child soldiers work against character as they strive to create essentialist 
categories with universal applicability. As a result, humanitarian narratives 
tend to be breathtakingly superfi cial and thin and bear scant relationship 
to the experience of children at war traditionally found in literature, anthro-
pology, or history.

Anthropologists have long been aware that there is no fi xed single chrono-
logical age at which young people move from childhood to adulthood and 
enter into the actions, dramas, and rituals of war.12 Warfare draws in the 
young and the strong. The transition to warrior probably turns on a wide 
variety of practical issues since young people, mostly boys, would have to 
be in a position to personally demonstrate their physical and emotional fi t-
ness for these roles. The overall picture suggests that chronological boundar-
ies between childhood, youth, and adulthood are highly varied and rooted 
into the historical experience of each society and culture. Indeed, it is hardly 
clear whether all societies even make use of these or similar concepts of 
childhood.

Similar issues arise in Western societies. Until recently, the armies of 
Western Europe and the United States were fi lled with “boy soldiers.” Boy 
soldiers have been routinely recruited into the British military since the 
Middle Ages, and by the late nineteenth century, various institutions 
emerged that organized and systematized their recruitment.13 A wide variety 
of data also indicate the presence of the very young on the American side 
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of the Revolutionary War.14 Until the twentieth century, most military service 
in the West was voluntary, but even with the emergence of conscription, 
the recruitment of child soldiers continued as schools and military appren-
ticeship programs continued to channel boys into the military.

The Civil War in the United States was a war of boy soldiers. Throughout 
the Civil War, youngsters followed brothers, fathers, and teachers into war. 
They often had support roles, but quickly graduated into combat roles. 
They were sometimes recruited at school and, when necessary, used weap-
ons that were cut down and adapted for use by younger people. Numerous 
examples of famous boy soldiers abound: David Baily Freemen, “Little 
Dave,” enlisted in the Confederate army at age 11, fi rst accompanying his 
older brother as an aide-de-camp and then as a “marker” for a survey team, 
before fi nally fi ghting against Sherman’s army.15 Avery Brown enlisted at the 
age of eight years, 11 months, and 13 days in the Ohio Volunteer Infantry. 
Known as the “Drummer Boy of the Cumberland,” he lied about his age 
on his enlistment papers, listing it as 12.16

Of equal importance is how the participation of boy soldiers in war was 
understood. Writings about boy soldiers in the aftermath of the Civil War 
constitute a hagiographic genre celebrating the nobility and sacrifi ce of 
young boys in battle. The existence of developmental differences between 
boys and men were recognized in this literature but understood rather dif-
ferently than they would be today. Although young boys were regarded as 
impulsive and less mature than older men, these qualities were recast as 
grand and heroic. Testimonials collected by Susan Hull in 1905 describe 
boy soldiers as enduring battle with “patience and gaiety” and those who 
died as having “made their peace with God.” Equally important, the experi-
ence of battle, however horrifi c, was not understood as destroying the lives 
of children but as ennobling them. Boy soldiers who survived intact were 
described as respected citizens whose contribution to civic life was enhanced 
by their experience of war.17 While it may not be possible to verify the 
accuracy of these accounts, they are conspicuous precisely because they put 
forward radically different views of children in battle than those contained 
in contemporary humanitarian accounts.

There is no doubt that hagiographic accounts also mask the brutality to 
which young people are (and were) exposed during war. Nevertheless, these 
not-so-distant descriptions of boy soldiers make it apparent that current 
humanitarian views of children at war are very different from the way this 
was understood in America and Europe in earlier times. The current view of 
the child soldier, as an abused and exploited innocent, is a radically new 
concept that is linked to the deeply entrenched but equally modern view 
of the child as pure and unspoiled and as the ultimate victim of war.
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The Child Soldier in Literature

The transformation of the child soldier, from hero to killer or victim, is equally 
vivid in literature. The classic nineteenth-century representation of the child 
at war is the character of the street urchin, Gavroche, in Victor Hugo’s Les
Miserables. The character of Gavroche is at least partly based on an existing 
icon of the child soldier found in Eugene Delacroix’s nineteenth-century 
painting Liberty Leading the People.18 The painting depicts a scene at the 
barricades during the July Revolution, 1830. At the center of the painting 
is “Liberty” in the form of a woman leading the charge over the barricades 
while clasping the fl ag of the French revolution in one hand and a musket 
in the other. To her immediate left is an equally powerful portrait of a child, 
a young boy, brandishing a musket in each hand. The child under arms was 
often thought to serve symbolically as a personifi cation of class struggle. 
Armed children represented the lofty goals of popular insurrection that 
drew people from all walks of life into the battle against monarchy and 
entrenched privilege.19

Les Miserables was written some 32 years after these events. A key moment 
in Hugo’s novel is the Paris student uprising of June 1832, where many of 
those who die are students involved in a short but violent antimonarchist 
revolt. As with Delacroix, the main action is on the barricades and focuses 
on a child, the orphan Gavroche, a street urchin who joins with the student 
rebels, pistol in hand. During the battle, he crosses over the barricades into 
the line of fi re in order to gather unspent cartridges from among the dead. 
He is killed while singing.

In Hugo’s novel, Gavroche’s heroic actions are marvels. If, as Margaret 
Mead once opined, adults viewed children as “pygmies among giants,”20

Hugo turns this vision on its head, describing the diminutive Gavroche as 
a giant concealed in a pygmy body and comparing him to Antaeus, the 
great mythical Libyan giant defeated by Hercules. As Hugo put it,

The rebels watched with breathless anxiety. The barricade trembled, and he 
sang. He was neither child nor man but puckish sprite, a dwarf, it seemed, 
invulnerable in battle. The bullets pursued him but he was more agile than 
they. The urchin played his game of hide and seek with death, and . . . 
tweaked its nose.21

Gavroche does not survive, but when he is fi nally brought down by a 
bullet, Hugo tells us that “his gallant soul had fl ed.”22 For Hugo and for 
others, the child fi ghter very much represented “the people” in their struggle 
for democracy; in this sense, the child served as a collective representation 
of all that was good, striking to break out of an encrusted social order.
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Hugo’s story of the death of Gavroche must be placed in the context of 
his understanding of the violence of war. Les Miserables combines both nar-
rative and social commentary and is marked by Hugo’s observations on 
revolution, which he understood as inevitably fl owing from the conditions 
of inequality in society. Hugo likened revolt to the releasing of a spring or, 
even more powerfully, to a whirlwind whose destructive force smashes those 
whom it carries away as well as those whom it seeks to destroy. It pulls in 
all those who cherish in their souls a secret grudge against some action of 
the state, life, or destiny, to the revolt; and when it manifests itself, they 
shiver and feel themselves uplifted by the tempest.23

Hugo carefully distinguished his judgments about the morality of col-
lective violence from the particular makeup of the participants. The latter, 
he recognized, could be a rather motley crew of combatants. Hugo was well 
aware that violence could also take a negative turn. But, citing Lafayette, 
Hugo argued that true insurrection, as a form of expression of collective 
and universal sovereignty guided by truth, was a sacred duty.24

For Hugo, Gavroche’s participation in the insurrection is part of the rights 
and duties of all citizens, men, women, and children, to resist oppression. 
Given the oppressive nature of childhood for children of his class background, 
Gavroche’s best interests are served by participation in insurrection. In no 
sense could it be said of Gavroche that war “robbed him of his childhood,” 
to use a modern humanitarian cliché. Instead, insurrection is the harbinger 
of a new moral order designed to eliminate the immorality of the social order 
that framed the ordinary life of a street child in nineteenth-century Paris.

Hugo sees a moral order in revolutionary violence. Indeed, because 
insurrection is a noble striving, revolutionaries must not act like criminals.25

This view is made clear in an incident involving the murder of an elderly 
man, a doorkeeper who refuses a group of fi ghters entrance to a home. 
What seems clear is that Hugo is tracking the customary laws of war, which 
criminalize the intentional killing of noncombatants. Revolutions must 
 follow the moral and normative codes of organized violence. But it is also 
clear that Hugo does not imagine that these would bar children from join-
ing in class struggle.

The same revolutionary spirit that informs Hugo’s novel is found in Johnny 
Tremain, one of the best-selling American novels for youngsters in U.S. 
history. Written in 1943, in the middle of World War II, it focuses on the 
saga of its eponymous hero as he grows and develops from a self-centered 
and arrogant child into a young soldier who takes up arms on behalf of the 
American Revolution. Johnny is 14 when the novel opens in 1773 and just 
16 when it ends in the aftermath of the battles at Lexington and Concord, 
two of the most iconic events of the revolutionary era.
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What is profoundly interesting is that the arc of Johnny’s development and 
growing maturity tracks the arc of his emergence as a revolutionary activist. 
At the outset of the novel, Johnny is an apprentice to a silversmith in 
Boston and his main concerns focus on developing his abilities in a skilled 
trade. The novel adeptly recognizes that the American Revolution was very 
much a civil war that pitted loyalists to Britain (Tories) against the rebels 
(Whigs or patriots). Boston is a city divided between these groups, with 
many individuals holding feelings in between. Johnny himself is divided in 
his sentiments and in his confl icting love interest in both Priscilla, the 
patriot, and Lavinia, the Tory.

Johnny’s transformation takes place after a prank by another apprentice 
results in the severe burning of his hand, which makes it impossible for him 
to continue on as a silversmith. Unable to fi nd other skilled work, he is 
befriended by the 16-year-old Rab, whose family publishes and distributes 
a Whig newspaper. They hire Johnny to distribute the newspaper to its 
subscribers by horse throughout Boston and the surrounding areas. This 
brings Johnny into contact with various rebel leaders and groups, and this, 
together with his self-education in the library, turns him into a Patriot. As 
the rebel movement grows and the British military occupation deepens, 
Johnny is drawn into the violence of the growing rebellion. Several key 
events mark the transition to open revolt. These include a powerful patriotic 
speech by Otis, one of the Patriots; a cruel injury to Rab by a British offi cer 
who catches him trying to examine the locket of a musket; the execution 
of Pumpkin, a young British deserter who has given Rab his musket; and, 
fi nally, the death of the heroic Rab, who is fatally wounded at Lexington 
and who gives Johnny his musket just before he dies. Most importantly, it 
is discovered that Johnny’s own burned hand can be made usable by a sim-
ple surgery and that, while he may never be a silversmith, he will be able 
to fi re a musket in battle. In the last lines of the novel, Johnny also recalls 
Otis’s speech and says, “Hundreds would die but not the thing they died 
for.”26

The relationship between war, revolution, and the novel’s construction 
of Johnny’s development shows how political and revolutionary activity, 
including revolutionary violence, contributed to Johnny’s development as a 
mature and responsible person. There is very little depiction of those things 
that are deleterious about war. Likewise, there is no mourning of the loss 
of Johnny’s childhood. His life as a young teen is portrayed as constricted 
and confi ned by the narrow and dull system of apprenticeship. In this 
novel, it is revolution and the idea of fi ghting for an ideal that is seen as 
enhancing the individual and bringing the person from the narrow confi nes 
of childhood into the open vistas of adulthood.
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The links between revolutionary violence, political maturity, social justice, 
and the transition to citizenship are no longer themes in contemporary novels 
of child soldiers although, to some degree, the heroic child soldier lives on 
in novels, usually set in a distant historical era, directed at adolescents. 
Contemporary contribution to this genre include Carol Campbell’s The
Powder Monkey and Arthur Trout’s Drumbeat, all set in the American Civil 
War, but even some of these, such as Soldier’s Heart by Gary Paulson, focus 
far more on the trauma of war than on its heroics.27 But the heroic child 
soldier of the earlier era has been rendered invisible in contemporary adult 
fi ction. Exemplifying this trend are three modern works of literature that 
refl ect on the plight of child soldiers in Africa. All are published for the 
Western market. They are among the few works in fi ction that give center 
stage to the actions of children under arms.28 The works are Beasts of No 
Nations by Uzodinma Iweala, Moses, Citizen and Me by Delia Jarrett-Macauley, 
and Johnny Mad Dog by Emmanel Dongala.29 In all of these works, the role 
of the child soldier is at best a terrible tragedy and at worst a threat to any 
sense of morality and social justice. Indeed the contemporary child soldier 
appears to subvert not just the social order but the natural order as well.

Beasts of No Nation is written as a comic nightmare allegory. As the title 
implies, it functions as the antithesis of a war novel. It is not about the human 
soldiers of a particular nation state but rather of “beasts” who have no 
national identifi cation. Iweala was born in Nigeria but was educated in the 
United States and was named by Granta in 2007 as one of the twenty best 
American novelists. It is tempting to imagine that this story is set in Nigeria 
although the narrative does not follow any known confl ict in Nigeria. 
Rather, it is a symbolic tale of modern warfare. The book tells a horrifi c 
story of the forced recruitment of Agu, a child soldier. It follows Agu 
through his initiation into the most brutal forms of violence: his participa-
tion in the gruesome murders of captured soldiers and civilians, which are 
portrayed in graphic detail, his drug-infused killing frenzies, and his routine 
rape and sodomization by the commander of his unit.

The book is set in a kind of dream time although, in this instance, the 
dream is a nightmare. From the very beginning, it makes use of the conven-
tions of comic books. The Commandant is the nefarious nameless leader 
of the nameless force that murders Agu’s father and kidnaps him from his 
village. The Commandant has all the attributes of a comic super-villain. 
Like the Joker in the Batman comics, he has no ideology. He is not inter-
ested in power, money, or land. He kills for the sake of killing as well as 
for his own lust and amusement. Like other super-villains, he has his servile 
minions, such as Luftenant and Rambo as well as his army of soldiers who 
laugh when he laughs and seek to imitate his every walk and gesture.
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The terrible action scenes of the text are garnished with the classic devices 
of the comic-book narrative. In conventional comics, uppercase words such 
as ZAP, WHAM, BANG, and especially KAPOW mark the scenes of vio-
lence. In this book, Iweala converts and expands the classic KAPOW into 
a new faux-African action-comic vocabulary of evil: “KPAWA” marks the 
beating of Agu as he is dragged before the Commandant30; “KPWISHA,” 
as the Commandant dashes cold water over him; “KPWUDA,” as the 
machete wielding Agu chops a captured enemy soldier into pieces; 
“KPWUD,” as he stomps a young girl to death; “KPWAMA” as soldiers 
kick down a door; “KEHI KEHI” marks the raucous laughter of soldiers 
as innocents are mutilated and murdered; and “AYEEEIII!” the murdered 
scream as they die. All this is very effective dramatically and none of it is 
funny in any way. But it has the immediate effect of stripping the story of 
any social and cultural context. The story unfolds both nowhere and every-
where. There is no history and no meaning to anything that is going on. 
Strongly paralleling the humanitarian understanding of war, it portrays peo-
ple simply dying for nothing. Unlike the classic comic, there is no superhero 
to save the day.

Placing the action of the novel outside of any temporal, historical, or soci-
etal context gives the horror it describes an elusive transcendence. The action, 
which stands outside of history, stands for “Every War,” or at least every 
African war, and in this respect at least, there is little difference between 
this novel’s understanding of Africa and that found in Joseph Conrad’s 
Heart of Darkness. Conrad took Africans out of history and suspended them 
between the human and the animal. Here, the narrator Marlow describes 
his journey up the Congo River:

The pre-historic man was cursing us, praying to us, welcoming us—who could 
tell? We were cut off from the comprehension of our surroundings. . . .
We could not understand because we were too far and could not remember 
because we were traveling in the night of fi rst ages, of those ages that are gone, 
leaving hardly a sign—and no memories. . . . No, they were not inhuman. . . . 
They howled and leaped, and spun, and made horrid faces; but what thrilled 
you was just the thought of their humanity—like yours—the thought of your 
remote kinship with this wild and passionate uproar.31

And here is Agu, more than one hundred years later, on his way to the 
killing fi elds:

We are walking down into the valley and down into the bush so I am feeling 
like an animal going back to his home. . . . I am hearing water and I am 
thirsty and wanting to drink. . . . Everybody is looking like one kind of 
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animal, no more human. . . . Everything is just looking like one kind of 
animal. . . . I am liking how the gun is shooting and the knife is chopping. 
I am liking to see people running from me and people screaming for me 
when I am killing them and taking their blood. I am liking to kill.32

In his infl uential critique of Conrad, Chinua Achebe decried Conrad’s 
 stripping of Africans of their humanity as well as his description of Africa 
as a “metaphysical battlefi eld devoid of all recognizable humanity.”33 Like 
Conrad’s, Iweala’s characters hover between the human and the inhuman, 
but the battlefi eld is no longer merely metaphysical. Still, the metaphysical 
struggle continues. Indeed, Iweala may well have a larger purpose in stripping 
his characters of their humanity, because in doing so he also immunizes them 
from their culpability in murder, a central theme in the humanitarian 
efforts to “protect” children under arms. But Conrad also had a larger pur-
pose, namely, to offer a critique of colonialism. Yet, as Achebe tells us, “You 
cannot diminish a people’s humanity and defend them” at one and the same 
time.34

Moses, Citizen and Me was written by Delia Jarrett-Macauley, who was 
born and resides in England but is of Sierra Leonean descent. The setting 
of the novel is the civil war in Sierra Leone. The novel’s protagonist, Julia, 
living in London, is summoned back to Sierra Leone after a 20-year absence. 
She returns to the home of her beloved Uncle Moses and Auntie Adele in 
Freetown, where she encounters their grandchild, Citizen, an ex-child soldier 
who, during the civil war, murdered his own grandmother, Adele. Citizen, 
aged eight, is living with Uncle Moses after having being released from 
Doria, a rehabilitation camp for former child soldiers. Uncle Moses is torn 
between his grief for his murdered wife and his duty toward his grandson. The
questions of the story are basic. Is Citizen ruined? Is he redeemable? Who 
can redeem him and how?

At fi rst wanting to understand who Citizen is and later wanting to build 
a connection to him, Julia visits Camp Doria, where she has her fi rst encoun-
ter with an ex-child soldier. The soldier, a boy nicknamed Corporal 
Kalashnikov, has just been rehabilitated from his regular habit of drinking 
tea laced with gunpowder and marijuana. Julia perceives him as caricature 
of a soldier who could otherwise be leading a carnival parade. Nonetheless, 
the encounter with Corporal Kalashnikov serves as a personal rite of  passage, 
which enables her to begin to understand the plight of child soldiers.35

All of Julia’s future contacts with child soldiers take place not in reality but 
in a magical dream-like state while her hair is being plaited by Anita, Uncle 
Moses’s next-door neighbor. As Anita plaits her hair, Julia begins a magical 
journey into the forest where she encounters a unit of child soldiers that 
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includes 12-year-old Abu, his older brother Masa, Citizen himself, and their 
vicious commander, the 20-year-old Lieutenant Ibrahim. Ibrahim is the 
leader of the “number-one-burn-house-unit.”36 The scene is one of stark 
brutality and violence. Ibrahim carries a knife that he has stolen from a 
corpse, one of many in the trail of corpses he has created in his campaign of 
extermination. The unit is about to attack a village of the “enemy,” although 
it is clear that it is merely a rural village. The child soldiers, under the infl u-
ence of drugs, join in the spree of chaos and murder, where the dying and 
fl eeing inhabitants are seen by them as just so many insects. Despite their 
participation in murder, the children in the novel are presented as being 
completely under the murderous control of Ibrahim, whose calculated terror-
ism and violence propel them into combat. Ibrahim cruelly beats Abu for 
crying for his mother, lashes Citizen fi fty times for his “failure” to beat a fel-
low child soldier to death, murders the helpless Musa who has come down 
with malaria, and forces the children to dance to stop them from comforting 
one another over Musa’s murder. Despite this and despite how broken the 
children are, they retain their “innocence” and their humanity in this war.

For the rest of the novel, Julia magically tracks back and forth between 
Freetown and “the bush” where this unit of child soldiers, now deep in the 
Gola forest on the borderlands between Sierra Leone and Liberia, fi nds its 
redemption. The war is now over and the children are cared for by Bemba 
G, an elderly shaman-like character with magical powers. Bemba G’s plan 
is to redeem and rehabilitate the child soldiers through the staging of 
Shakespeare’s drama Julius Caesar, in which all the children will play a part. 
Citizen is to play Lucius, the boy servant of Brutus, who in the play is 
implicitly with Brutus when he dies on the plains of Phillipi and whom the 
novel casts as a boy soldier of ancient times. Lucius is sleeping in Brutus’s 
tent when he encounters the ghost of Caesar, who foretells his death. In 
Shakespeare’s play, Lucius cries out in his sleep, clearly disturbed by the 
presence of Caesar’s ghost, but does not see him. In the novel, Citizen/
Lucius, while acting out his part, has an unscripted dream where the ghost 
is not that of Caesar but of his murdered Aunt Adele. The encounter is 
transformative. Lucius sees the ghost and “the glory of her voice, those 
assessing eyes, naked brown arms with fl esh gently drooping. He thinks of 
tenderness and love—and joining hands. The Ghost turns, revealing a back 
torn with wounds from a cruel death.”37 But in contrast to Brutus’s encoun-
ter, Citizen’s encounter with the ghost foreshadows not his doom but rather 
his reconciliation both with his family and with society.

To its credit, Jarrett-Macauley’s novel does not seek to redeem child 
 soldiers by members of the so-called helping professions—social workers 
and psychologists—but rather by reconnecting these child soldiers, who 
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have been artifi cially isolated and brutalized by war, back into the global 
culture they have always inhabited. However, though the novel clearly 
demonstrates the intellectual richness of Sierra Leone society, its portraits 
of children at arms remain remarkably thin; Jarrett-Macauley reduces them 
to the stereotypes of human rights reporting. Indeed, as the author admits, 
she has never met a child soldier and has relied almost entirely upon her 
own interviews with personnel from agencies that deal with child soldiers. 
This is not to argue that a novelist must be constrained by reality but rather 
that the novelist’s imagination, even in this otherwise wonderfully imagined 
story, has been constrained by the rhetoric of advocacy. This is a rather 
surprising result since Brutus’s kindness and gentility toward Lucius on the 
very eve of his death suggest that Lucius and Citizen, despite their both 
being called child soldiers, actually have very little in common. Brutus may 
have betrayed Caesar but he is no Lieutenant Ibrahim. In the novel we 
never get a child soldier who departs from the stereotype. We never get the 
child soldiers who believed, even if wrongly, that they were fi ghting for a 
cause or those who fought to protect their homes and villages from rebel 
deprivations.38

Johnny Mad Dog by Emmanel Dongala is the story of a civil war in an 
unnamed country in Africa. It is partly based on the personal experiences 
of Dongala, who was a director of academic affairs at the University of 
Brazzaville. He fl ed the Congo at the onset of the civil war in 1997. Johnny 
Mad Dog is the story of two 16-year-old teenagers, Laokolo, a young girl 
on the run from the confl ict who wheels her crippled mother around in a 
wheel barrow, and Johnny Mad Dog, a leader of a unit of a militia group 
called the Mata Mata, or Death Dealers. Johnny lives in a world of false-
hood and deception. “Looting” he says, “was the main reason we were 
fi ghting. To line our pockets. To become adults. To have all the women we 
wanted. To wield the power of a gun. To be rulers of the world. . . . But 
our leaders and our president ordered us. . . . [to say] that we were fi ghting 
for freedom and democracy.”39

Johnny Mad Dog’s world is also one of total self-deception. He imagines 
that he brings sexual pleasure to a woman he is raping, regards himself as 
an intellectual even though he has only fi nished the second grade, and 
provides himself endless justifi cations for wanton murder. If this was a novel 
about a single individual, Johnny would clearly be a criminal sociopath. He 
is dangerous, glib, and grandiose; has absolutely no conception of the rights 
of others; and shows no guilt, shame, or remorse. But the essence of a 
sociopathic personality disorder is a disregard for cultural and social norms 
or rules. This novel portrays the world that Johnny lives in as itself devoid 
of meaningful social and political categories. The novel’s use of patently 
absurd and inauthentic social and political categories conveys the  meaningless 
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cruelty of war. There are no authentic rules to break, which renders both 
Johnny and warfare ultimately unintelligible.

The novel uses a variety of rhetorical devices to do this. For example, the 
two ethnic groups at war are the Dogo-Mayi and the Mayi-Dogo, patently 
fi ctional ethnic categories that have blossomed out of squabbles between 
postcolonial political leaders with little prewar intergroup salience. The war-
ring political parties formed around these ethnic categories are the equally 
contrived MFTLP (Movement for the Total Liberation of the People) and 
the MFDLP (Movement for the Democratic Liberation of the People). The 
categories of the opposition’s allies are all a jumble, as Johnny and his mili-
tiamen imagine they are also hunting down fantasy “Chechens” and “Israelis,” 
all of whom turn out to be innocent African civilians, who are casually 
murdered by Johnny and his unit. Some of this is balanced by the story of 
Laokolo, a courageous young woman of uncommon intelligence who tries 
to survive in an insane world. In the end, in an almost Orwellian way, both 
Johnny and Laokolo are manipulated by forces out of their control, and 
adults serve as stand-ins for Big Brother.

In the literature, folklore, and song about war, the very common name 
“Johnny” has frequently been used to mean every anonymous soldier. Over 
the last two or three centuries, there have been many Johnnys. Johnny Reb 
was the slang term for the common soldier of the Confederacy in the 
American Civil War. In the same war, soldiers of both the North and the South 
sang and marched to Patrick Gilmour’s “When Johnny Comes Marching 
Home Again, Hurrah, Hurrah.”40 In World War I, Americans sang to “Over 
There,” by George M. Cohan whose fi rst verse began with “Johnny Get 
Your Gun, Get Your Gun, Get Your Gun,” and in the World War II, U.S. 
audiences listened to the patriotic sounds of the Andrews Sisters singing 
Don Raye and Gene De Paul’s “Johnny Get Your Gun, Again” in the 1942 
fi lm Private Buckaroo.41 In all of these wars, especially the American Civil 
War, there were large numbers of children under arms, and “Johnny” easily 
stands for any soldier, whether adult or child. Certainly, Johnny Tremain, 
the eighteenth-century Johnny who was clearly a child soldier, fi ts easily 
into the genre of a patriotic soldier fi ghting for a just cause.

Of course, literature does not only provide us with patriotic Johnnies. 
Indeed one of the most powerful portraits of a “Johnny” in modern litera-
ture is the antiwar novel Johnny Got His Gun by Dalton Trumbo. The novel 
tells the tale of Joe Bonham, a young American soldier of the World War 
I who, after being hit by an artillery shell, lost his eyes and his limbs. Lying 
in hospital, Bonham is unable to communicate except by using his head to 
bang out Morse code.42 At fi rst blush, Johnny Got His Gun seems to speak 
of the unjustness of any war and to reject all attempts to justify war or to 
distinguish between just and unjust wars. The sheer horror of Bonham’s 



124 ●  David M. Rosen

situation implies that war is meaningless. Bonham has little use for any of 
the myths of war and rejects all of the so-called reasons for fi ghting—liberty, 
freedom, decency, democracy, or independence. Indeed, his thoughts on the 
American Revolution subvert every sentiment found in Johnny Tremain:

America fought a war for liberty in 1776. Lots of guys died. And in the end 
does America have any more liberty than Canada or Australia who didn’t 
fi ght at all? . . . Can you look at a guy and say he’s an American who fought 
for his liberty and anybody can see he’s a very different guy from a Canadian 
who didn’t? No by god you can’t and that’s that. So maybe a lot of guys with 
wives and kids died in 1776 when they didn’t need to die at all.43

By the end of the novel we are less certain that Joe’s position involves a 
complete rejection of war because the novel’s critique of war is tied to a 
broader critique of class-based societies that locates the meaninglessness of 
war in an economic system that exploits the vulnerable. Although Bonham’s 
acute suffering leads him to an antiwar position, it is by no means clear that 
Trumbo meant the novel to lead to a complete abandonment of the possibil-
ity of a just war. Indeed, Trumbo delayed the 1939 release of his book 
because he apparently feared it might unfavorably distort the efforts to defeat 
fascism in Europe. Thus, even the most powerful of antiwar novels demon-
strates that all pro- and antiwar sentiments are coated in political residue.44

In stark contrast, recent novels of war and, especially, novels of children 
at war in contemporary confl icts completely remove war from the world of 
politics. None of these new texts of war offer a rationale for violence. 
Instead, war appears virtually out of nowhere, usually as a result of adult 
perfi dy, to engulf children and to turn them into victims and killers. It is 
almost as if war was a malevolent natural phenomenon akin to a tornado, 
which lands on a country and destroys it. The novels attribute a kind of 
random and feral meaninglessness to war that unmistakably echo Conradian 
representations of the near-riotous inhumanity of Africans. It is not as if 
past wars and uprisings in the West, especially civil wars and revolutions, 
did not have dramatic displays of violence. Chateaubriand, in his memoirs, 
for example, describes terrible scenes of murder and mayhem during the 
French Revolution that are hardly supportive of Hugo’s view of the morality 
of revolutionary violence. Chateaubriand described crowds of people bear-
ing severed heads on spikes:

A troop of ragamuffi ns appeared at one end of the street . . . As they came 
nearer, we made out two disheveled and disfi gured heads . . . each at the end 
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of a pike. . . . The murderers stopped in front of me and stretched their pikes 
up towards me, singing, dancing and jumping up in order to bring the pale 
effi gies closer to my face. One eye in one of these heads had started out of its 
socket and was hanging down on the dead man’s face; the pike was projecting 
through the open mouth, the teeth of which were biting on the iron.45

Similarly, Chateaubriand’s memoirs of the July Revolution, 1830, the same 
one in which Delacroix’s painting fi gures so prominently, are unequivocal 
in their near-racialized disparagement of children and his horror at how 
they threw themselves into the bloody work of war:

The children, fearless because they knew no better, played a sad role during 
those three days. Hiding behind their weakness, they fi red at point-blank range 
at the offi cers who opposed them. Modern weapons put death in the hands of 
the feeblest. These ugly and sickly monkeys, cruel and perverse, immoral even 
without the capacity to perform immorally, these three-day heroes devoted 
themselves to murder with all the abandon of true innocents.46

Chateaubriand was a royalist and foe of revolutionary violence. His scorn 
for children under arms did not prevail in either French or Western thought, 
where the democratic gains brought about through revolution trumped 
virtually all other considerations. Thus, despite the cruel bloodletting of the 
past and the prominent role played by young people in revolutionary vio-
lence, revolutionary activity was understood as meaningful and positive. Yet, 
if Chateaubriand were alive today, he could easily be writing much of the 
contemporary humanitarian discourse on child soldiers.

The irony of why we were so willing to read a political and social context 
into the violent acts of children in the past but strip away this context in 
the present still remains. Why is it that we read mindless barbarism into 
contemporary warfare? Some might argue that the new wars in Africa and 
elsewhere are, in fact, much more horrible than the warfare of the past. The 
fact that war is increasingly directed toward civilians obviously adds to our 
sense of fear and outrage. To be sure, the portraits of African children at 
war that form the set-piece humanitarian and literary descriptions of child 
soldiers have been harnessed to serve modern notions of the greater good—
ending children’s involvement in war. But despite attempts to lend the 
 situation of child soldiers a universal “everyman” quality, humanitarian and 
literary portraits of child soldiers do so by drawing upon an earlier discourse 
about Africa that served to dehumanize Africans. In the end, we are still 
writing Africa’s script, and with it the larger story of child soldiers, in much 
the same way that Conrad did so many years ago.
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CHAPTER 6

From Bedpans to Bulldogs: Lottie:
Gallipoli Nurse and the Pitfalls of 

Presenting War to the Young*

Sara Buttsworth

Upon visiting the Auckland War Memorial Museum for the fi rst 
time, I was struck by what I found in the bookshop. Gazing out 
at me, framed by a starched white veil, was Lottie: Gallipoli Nurse,1

and not far from her on the shelf was the jowled grin of Caesar the Anzac 
Dog,2 looking hopefully down at a wounded soldier. Both these books have 
direct connections to the museum. Charlotte Le Gallais’ story (Lottie) and 
photograph along with photographs and diary extracts pertaining to her 
brothers Owen and Leddra have prominence in the main museum exhibit 
on the Great War, while Caesar’s collar can be viewed in different places 
depending on display space. The impact of these books, however, is not 
only due to their connections to the “real” in the museum but also as part 
of a growing body of picture books aimed at New Zealand children from 
ages seven through 14 that re-present and reconstruct First World War 
mythologies. Initially, I experienced pleasant surprise at the visible visual 
representation of women in wartime that is superfi cially presented by Lottie:
Gallipoli Nurse. In retrospect, what should not have astonished me was the 
ways in which this publication, connected to a place of popular memory 
and memorial, upheld the combat-centric ideology of ANZAC (an acronym 
for the Australian and New Zealand Army Corps).

The First World War still dominates the memorial landscape of New 
Zealand, and the battles in which New Zealand soldiers took part are con-
sidered by many to be the nation’s “baptism by fi re.” ANZAC fought under 
British Command in the First World War and is largely associated with the 
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failed Gallipoli campaign of 1915. “ANZAC,” the acronym, was used to 
specify the army corps but is now used to symbolize military heroism in 
Australia and New Zealand from that confl ict right up to the present. It 
also has common usage with reference to sporting events between teams 
from the two countries, particularly rugby, rugby league, and cricket. 
Whatever the endeavor, the heroism of ANZAC is always masculine and 
combatant, and the focus of the legend is that heroism rather than the his-
torical intricacies of the context or legacies of the Great War. The “tall 
bronzed ANZAC” dominates the way in which the First World War is 
remembered and has until recently left very little room for examinations of 
New Zealand society and the frictions that continued between different 
sectors because, or in spite, of the war. There has been little room for the 
discussion of noncombatant participants in the war, particularly women, in 
the public discourses of memory and memorialization.

ANZAC Day memorial services and ceremonies are held on 25 April 
every year to commemorate the bravery of New Zealand soldiers and the 
severe casualties they suffered during the many futile battles of the First 
World War but especially at Gallipoli. The government and many of New 
Zealand’s people greeted the First World War as an opportunity for the 
fl edgling nation to prove itself on the international stage. In all, 18,166 
New Zealand soldiers lost their lives, and there were over 55,000 casualties 
throughout the duration of the confl ict.3 The “great adventure” became 
both a cause for national mourning and a focus of national pride. The 
treatment of the defeat at Gallipoli by New Zealand media and later histo-
rians formed a pattern where devastating losses were deemed a testament to 
the bravery and skill of New Zealand soldiers, who suffered at the hands 
of an incompetent leadership and insurmountable odds. The battle for 
Passchendaele in France in 1917 saw larger losses of life of New Zealand 
soldiers than the debacle at Gallipoli two years earlier, but it is recounted 
in similar ways: a place where New Zealanders proved their worth against 
impossible odds and a defi cient (British) general staff. These battles are by 
no means the only places New Zealand soldiers fought in the First World 
War, but they are the most prominently remembered in the late twentieth 
and early twenty-fi rst centuries.

New Zealand’s war culture focuses almost exclusively on the combat 
soldier, a telescoped vision that has come at the expense of broader local, 
national, and international historical contexts. It represents vignettes of the 
battlefi eld almost as if they were the whole and only tenable picture of war. 
The focus on combatants in the fi eld is exemplifi ed in recent public debates 
over which battles were more important to New Zealand—as a nation—
with body counts a key indicator of signifi cance. The ninetieth anniversary 
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of the Battle of Passchendaele in 2007, for example, put this focus on 
casualties as an indication of valor fi rmly in the spotlight when historian 
Glyn Harper, echoed by Prime Minister Helen Clark, called for this battle 
to be recognized in the same way as Gallipoli was, because more New 
Zealanders died at Passchendaele.4 This kind of attention does not broaden 
the focus of historical or cultural inquiry away from the traditional images 
of war as a male pursuit (or something similar); it merely relocates it from 
the sand and fl ies of Turkey to the mud and trenches of France. New 
Zealand participants in this confl ict who did not, or were not allowed to, 
take up arms and the small but vocal minorities who for diverse reasons 
opposed the war remain indistinct in the public image of the war. On 
ANZAC Day “lest we forget” only really applies to combatant soldiers.

Mythologies of war are often presented as if they are self-explanatory and 
as sites that resist rather than invite questioning. Historian Deborah 
Montgomerie has articulated many of the problems in dealing with New 
Zealand histories of the First World War as hinging on the replication of 
mythology by written histories. In reconnoitering the state of New Zealand’s 
histories and historiography of war, Montgomerie points out that “war, we 
are told, brought us to self-consciousness as a nation, but the details of the 
process . . . remain indistinct.”5 The centrality of the carnage and defeat at 
Gallipoli in 1915 dominates that national “self-consciousness” and contin-
ues to function as “memento mori, heroic folk tale and political parable.”6

Similarly, the children’s picture books under scrutiny in this chapter form 
a part of a broader ANZAC tradition that in Australia and New Zealand 
is frequently treated as sacred and hermetic. However, just as this is not true 
of the mythologies from which they draw their inspiration, these texts to a 
large extent cannot and do not operate holistically unto themselves. They 
are really only comprehensible within the broader framework of ANZAC 
mythology and broader stories about the First World War.

From within her starched white veil, Lottie: Gallipoli Nurse looks out to 
an audience of young people who do not have a living connection to the 
war that was to end all wars. Almost a century after the First World War 
began, a small but signifi cant number of New Zealand picture books center-
ing on that confl ict have been published. The production of such texts 
raises questions both about and beyond their immediate subject matter and 
invites an evaluation of the presentation of a martial mythology to a peace-
time, noncombatant, and young audience. How can, or should, war be 
presented for and to children? And to what end? What is the relationship 
of these texts to broader discourses on war and childhood? Lottie invites all 
of these questions and raises particular issues relating to narratives of war 
and the representation of gender. As a story that focuses on the experiences 
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of a female nurse within a tradition that has little room for women’s stories 
in both broader war narratives and the narrower scope of ANZAC mythol-
ogy, Lottie has the potential to play an important role.

A book about a nurse and a noncombatant is unusual in the New 
Zealand canon of historical literature about the First World War. I was ini-
tially intrigued and delighted to fi nd what appeared to be such an unusual 
text, which I hoped might attempt to deal with a story too long overshad-
owed by mythologies of the heroic and doomed soldier. However, in spite 
of the fascinating story of Charlotte Le Gallais upon which the book is 
based and its promising title, Lottie: Gallipoli Nurse continues the sanctifi ca-
tion of the combatant soldier and in subtle ways makes its own main char-
acter an understudy in her own performance. Lottie represents a lost 
opportunity, reinforcing rather than challenging the socially acceptable ideas 
and tropes about the war and the role of New Zealanders in it.

While Lottie’s noncombatant status is unusual in New Zealand histori-
ography, within the parameters of books aimed at children, however, she 
lines up with an array of different personalities that includes a number of 
animals—the dog in Caesar the Anzac Dog, the bantam of The Bantam and 
the Soldier, the donkey of The Donkey Man—but no other women. What 
a close examination of this text reveals is that in spite of fi rst appearances, 
in both the broader context of historical literature and ANZAC mythology 
and the narrower scope of children’s picture books, Lottie’s presence is far 
from unproblematic in terms of narrative, visual, and historical representa-
tion. The problems posed by Lottie: Gallipoli Nurse require an interdisci-
plinary, intertextual, and intratextual approach. Charlotte Le Gallais was an 
independent professional woman who sailed vast distances to “do her bit” 
during the Great War. While obviously no text is an island, the contrasts 
between the life of Le Gallais and how it is represented in Lottie as well as 
the book’s reliance on some prior knowledge and acceptance of the mythol-
ogies of the First World War are striking.

In New Zealand since the late 1990s, a number of picture books dealing 
with the First World War have been published for New Zealand young 
people. The Bantam and the Soldier, one of the best known, seems to have 
begun the trend in 1996.7 In 1997, it won the prestigious New Zealand 
Post Book Awards’ Children’s Book of the Year. That same year, John 
Lockyer’s Harry and the Anzac Poppy8 was published, followed in 1998 by 
Lottie: Gallipoli Nurse. In conjunction with Chris Pugsley, a well-known 
historian of New Zealand and war, Lockyer was then involved in the 
 production of The Anzacs at Gallipoli, a factual (rather than fi ctional or 
pseudofi ctional) account of the Gallipoli campaign, which was published in 
1999.9 Caesar the Anzac Dog by Patricia Stroud and Glyn Harper’s 
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The Donkey Man followed in 2003 and 2004, respectively.10 Furthermore, 
Jennifer Beck, the author of The Bantam and the Soldier, has most recently 
collaborated with Lindy Fisher in the writing and illustrating of A Present 
from the Past, which indirectly looks at the role of the Red Cross and 
 nursing during the First World War through the interesting trope of gift 
boxes acting as receptacles of memory and memorabilia.11 There have been 
repeated calls for children and young adults to be taught more about the 
First World War in New Zealand, with an emphasis on New Zealand’s 
military history and its connection to “nation-building.”12 This focus on 
the First World War in the public culture of New Zealand was a part of 
the impetus for the publication of all these picture-book texts, including 
Lottie: Gallipoli Nurse.

Lottie is based on the experiences of Charlotte Le Gallais, who was one 
of 14 New Zealand nurses who sailed to Gallipoli on board the hospital 
ship Maheno in July 191513 and one of 550 nurses who served with the 
New Zealand Expeditionary Forces throughout the duration of the First 
World War.14 Le Gallais was practicing as a registered nurse at Auckland 
hospital when the war broke out. In her early thirties and engaged to be 
married, Le Gallais enlisted in the New Zealand Army Nursing Service 
(NZANS) in 1915.15 She served on the Maheno as it picked up wounded 
soldiers from the beaches of Gallipoli and ferried them to a hospital on the 
island of Lemnos. She visited Malta and spent some time in England as 
well. On her return to New Zealand, she married her fi ancé Charles 
Gardner (who had spent the war years in New Zealand), and subsequently 
had two children. She died in 1956. Charlotte Le Gallais had four brothers, 
two of whom served in the New Zealand Expeditionary Forces during the 
war. Leddra fought in the Gallipoli campaign and was killed on 23 July 
1915. Owen fought in France and returned home in very poor health as a 
result of his years of active service. Lottie: Gallipoli Nurse centralizes the 
relationship between Charlotte and Leddra and emphasizes Charlotte’s 
concern for her brother’s well-being and desperation for news of him. 
Perhaps in the interests of simplicity, Lockyer makes no reference to Owen, 
the other brothers, or the fi ancé to whom Charlotte confi ded the details of 
her wartime service in letters.

Lottie: Gallipoli Nurse is, according to the author, John Lockyer, a “story 
based on letters Lottie and Leddie sent home and the war diary of John 
Duder, an offi cer based on the Maheno.”16 These materials are mentioned 
by Lockyer in a kind of afterword, in which he briefl y provides information 
of the fatal Gallipoli campaign, including numbers of casualties, and a brief 
description of Charlotte Le Gallais who “was a nurse on the Maheno . . . 
eager to go to Gallipoli to care for the men but also to meet up with her 
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brother Ledra [sic] (who had left New Zealand on a troop ship a few weeks 
before her). Sadly they never met. Ledra [sic] was killed at Gallipoli on 
23 July 1915.”17 The accessibility and completeness of the archival material 
upon which Lottie is based was quite possibly a reason Lockyer chose 
Charlotte Le Gallais as the subject for his book.18 In which case, it seems 
rather a pity that more was not done with the excellent materials Lockyer 
had available to him to turn what he labeled a work of “faction” into some-
thing more true to Charlotte’s war experiences.19 Much like the stories of 
old soldiers, the details of who Lottie was and what her life was like outside 
her military service are omitted so that war takes center stage. This tends 
to make her appear rather one dimensional, especially when considered in 
conjunction with the depiction of her war service purely as a result of her 
feelings of duty and love for her brother, the soldier.

The importance of Lockyer’s Lottie lies in its use as a public text to 
 represent and explore the lives of New Zealanders in the war. Signifi cantly, 
Le Gallais’ story opens up the possibility of investigating experiences that 
have largely been marginalized by traditional histories of New Zealand in 
the First World War—those of the noncombatant, but particularly female, 
population. Both a museum exhibit utilizing the Le Gallais family archive 
and Lottie attempt to go some way toward rectifying the absence of the small 
but important NZANS in the narration and memorializing of the First 
World War. The connection between Charlotte as a nurse and Lottie as a 
character is so important to the Auckland War Memorial Museum that on 
ANZAC Day in 2007 and 2008 an actor dressed as Lottie told Lottie’s story 
in the vicinity of the exhibits that display the story of the combatant and 
noncombatant Le Gallais’. The sale of Lottie in the museum bookshop 
forged a further tangible connection between this “work of faction” and the 
materials upon which it is based. A blurring between the historical person 
and the fi ctional character has resulted. She has become, quite literally, a 
character narrating war directly to a young audience. Whether this means 
that the experiences of Charlotte Le Gallais and other women like her are 
read as fi ctional and, therefore, are undermined or that the audience views 
Lottie as a “real” person, lending historical weight to a book that has been 
deliberately fi ctionalized, is a confusion worth pondering.

This confl ation of “real” and “fi ctional” has occurred partly as a conse-
quence of the relationship between this picture book and the opportunities 
it provides for opening up the subject of the First World War for young 
people. Attempts to make this story relevant and comprehensible to a 
contemporary young audience have often been at the expense of being true 
to the source material and historical accuracy. There has been an assump-
tion that young readers will have a vague familiarity with the myths of the 
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First World War and the importance of Gallipoli to New Zealand. 
Lockyer’s Lottie can only be understood in relation to the broader contexts 
of war, gender, and ANZAC mythologies within which it was created and 
is read. Without careful explanation and interpretation, this book cannot 
illuminate the experience of war for its peacetime readers, relying as it does 
on the preexisting dominant narratives of the ANZAC legend. What it 
does not invite is a complex appreciation of stories that must be histori-
cized, moving as they do from their original context and source material 
a century ago to their re-presentation in a much different time and place 
and to a much different audience. The contexts of Charlotte Le Gallais’ 
story and its adaptations, therefore, shift uncomfortably between archive, 
exhibit, picture book, and classroom and are further blurred by the inter-
play—and lack of it—between the written word and pictorial content 
(discussed below). As Antoine De Baecque would have said, Lottie is not 
only intertextual but also “intercontextual.”20

The use of the term “faction” implies a “based on a true story” approach 
with some details changed or tailored to suit a younger audience and the 
contemporary expectations of an educational text. Lockyer’s written text 
utilizes archival material in many places word for word, which, in combina-
tion with the exhibits of photographs and letters in the war memorial 
museum, lends this picture book its authenticity and authority. Other 
 picture-book texts, The Bantam and the Soldier, for example, employ 
 photographs or depictions of memorabilia from the period as a means of 
“providing depth” or anchoring a narrative that is being constructed long 
after fi rsthand memory has receded.21 Lottie does the exact opposite. Its 
illustrations, as we will see, lend most of the fi ctional aspects of this work 
of “faction” while anchoring its text in the “known” and “available.” This 
is both a strength and a failing.

The closeness of the text to the archival material in places masks some 
of the omissions made by Lockyer to make this work “suitable” for children 
in the late twentieth century. The ugly side of war in general is not absent 
from Lottie. Debates on the exposure of children to violence through the 
media are too numerous to be discussed here, and the exposure of children 
to “gratuitous” violence continues to be a hot topic in many circles. The 
depiction of “real” or historical violence is, however, a necessary part of 
making sure that children are included in the endeavor to ensure war is not 
repeated. Exposure to depictions of real and imaginary violence, death, and 
destruction is inevitable for most children, even in a peaceful nation like 
New Zealand. In Western culture, violence and war go hand in hand. 
Lockyer takes pains to ensure that the diffi culty of dealing with the dreadful 
wounds, disease, and piles of dead bodies is a part of Lottie’s story.22 He also 
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replicates the uncertainty of a soldier’s life, repeating Leddra’s written com-
ment to his father in a letter prior to his death:

I never thought I would be a soldier but now I am one I am determined to 
be a good one, to do my duty to the best of my ability. If I have bad luck, 
well, I suppose it has to be.23

Interestingly, there is no manifestation here of the part of the ANZAC myth 
that assumes that Australian and New Zealand men were natural soldiers.24

Rather, Leddra (and Lockyer by repeating him) hints at the doubts the for-
mer school teacher had, and this is an attempt to reassure both himself and 
his family that he can be a soldier and do his best for king and country.

While references to violence and death are not omitted in Lottie, the 
ugliness of early-twentieth-century racism and imperialism is missing. 
The Le Gallais correspondence is peppered with disparaging references to 
the “noisy” “natives” in Kandy and the “Arabs” in Egypt with all the 
arrogance and misunderstanding of a white middle-class female citizen of 
a far-fl ung corner of the British Empire. The contexts of empire and its 
inherent racism, which are such a central part of understanding New 
Zealand’s participation in the First World War, are absent from the picture 
book that, instead, fi ts neatly into a contemporary discourse about the 
waste and destruction of the First World War and the reluctant heroism 
of those who fought in it. In this way, Lottie dovetails nicely with the 
contemporary international canon of children’s literature about the First 
World War in which these themes are also largely missing.25 The repul-
siveness of death in the trenches represented in Lottie reinforces the futil-
ity of war. However, it does not help to explain why the war was fought 
nor does it illuminate the ongoing signifi cance of the First World War to 
an audience whose knowledge of it is limited.

The “factional” elements in Lottie are further complicated by the book’s 
proposed educational aim, partly as a result of the truth effect it carries 
through its status as a book “based on fact” and that is educational in 
intent. Lottie deviates from its original archival base in a number of ways. 
Lockyer may well have made some of these changes to elicit sympathy or 
promote understanding from his young late-twentieth-century audience, 
but the deviations potentially place the educational impact in jeopardy. This 
is perhaps best illustrated by what may seem as a minor alteration in the 
characterization of the Maheno’s mascot, a bulldog named Jock, as a Scottish 
terrier. Perhaps, a Scottish terrier can be perceived as friendlier than a bull-
dog in the eyes of children already immersed in a culture that prizes visual 
appeal. Or maybe the author considered that the name Jock could only 
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belong to a Scottish terrier, and the illustrator followed suit. Nevertheless, 
the alteration is fundamental, particularly as Jock plays a much larger role 
in Lottie than he does in the archival material. He is centralized in the 
book’s narrative as Charlotte’s source of comfort when she learns about her 
brother’s death. The prominence of an animal is not uncommon in litera-
ture for children about war. Animals are often used as a means to soften 
the content and make it more accessible. Many animals are depicted in the 
other books mentioned above, and they also feature in children’s literature 
throughout Western culture.26 The centrality of an animal like Jock in Lottie
helps to illustrate an ethic of caring and builds a bridge to experiences of 
grief young people may have had with regard to either a beloved pet or a 
family member.

However, the transformation of Jock from bulldog to cuddly terrier also 
serves to represent gender in a traditional way. It leads to the depiction of 
a young girl confi ding in a small faithful pet rather than the  portrayal of a 
mature woman who has no direct relationship with the ship’s mascot at all 
and instead has close friendships with other women and a keen interest in 
medicine and professional care. The trans-dog-rifi cation of Jock to elicit 
sympathy comes at the expense of historical accuracy and the possibility of 
telling a different kind of story about women and war (see fi gure 6.1).

More signifi cant than the change in breed of Jock is that Lottie bonds 
with a dog in the book but is separated from her nursing comrades and 
the soldiers and sailors on board the Maheno. The depiction of her rela-
tionship with Jock is in keeping with ideas about young women, nursing, 
and an ethic of caring that are not far removed from late-nineteenth- and 
early-twentieth-century ideas about why nursing was an appropriate pro-
fession for women. Nursing was an extension of ideas and ideals about 
women’s role in the home and broader society. However, perhaps more 
importantly, the portrayal of her relationship with a dog sets her apart 
from the other women around her rather than forging connections 
between them. She is isolated, a not unusual tactic in the representation 
of women in unconventional situations.27 This lack of identifi cation with 
a community of other women and a history of professionalism is particu-
larly important when considering that Lottie has appeared and been 
reprinted in an era considered by some to be “postfeminist.” In the post-
feminist era, only individual action matters, and the legacies of feminism 
are frequently belittled or trivialized, which is particularly true in the 
popular culture in which the intended young audience of this text is 
immersed.28 In this context, the relationship of a young woman and a dog 
becomes much more important than Lottie’s experiences as a nurse or her 
interaction with other nurses.
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Figure 6.1 Offi cial postcard of the hospital ship Maheno. Depicted are New Zealand nurses 
on deck in uniform and Jock the bulldog, the ship’s mascot. In Lottie: Gallipoli Nurse, Jock is 
depicted as a Scottish terrier.
Source: The New Zealand Hospital Ship “Maheno”: First Voyage July 1915, to January 1916. Christchurch, 
1916, p. 43.
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Interestingly, Jock only receives passing mention in the actual letters of 
Charlotte Le Gallais. The source in which he is far more prominent is the 
offi cial diary kept by John Duder, fi rst offi cer aboard the Maheno and the 
other main source for Lockyer’s book.29 So, in the transposition of archival 
material to pictorial “faction,” the “fi ne big bulldog,” which was a close 
companion of a male ship’s offi cer, became a small Scottie dog, a source of 
comfort to a pining girl. This change of breed and relationship with the 
dog is signifi cant when considering the representation of gender to a mod-
ern audience and the confl ict of the necessity of the portrayal of war with 
the imperative of dulling the harshness of its realities.

The complexities of any text are deepened when they target a young 
audience, accompanied as they are by the social expectations that imbue 
childhood. Texts for children about sacrosanct subjects such as war, death, 
or national heritage can receive close scrutiny from a (adult) society that 
fears that the text may interfere in the formation of that child’s worldview 
or, worse, damage his or her “innocence.” And once a text is accepted as 
child appropriate, regardless of its subject matter, it can attain its own sac-
rosanct status. Criticism or challenging of such texts is paramount to 
undermining the memories of childhood that the child is cultivating (or the 
nostalgia and memories of childhood that adults may have). In many 
respects, therefore, “acceptable,” and even more so, “notable” texts become 
untouchable and their representations of the past (even if they are fi ctional 
or factional) become a sacred “reality.” Such texts are as much part of the 
grand narratives on which they are founded as they are cultivators of the 
myths that underpin them.30 So too the national mythologies of war—
details about casualties and battle tactics—are often subject to close scru-
tiny, while the grand narratives that contain them can be considered so 
sacred as to be indestructible. In the late twentieth century, this book about 
a young woman yearning for her brother does far less to disrupt or even 
question the ANZAC tradition than a picture book about conscription, the 
treatment of conscientious objectors, deserters, prisoners of war, or the rac-
ism faced by the Maori battalion might have. While Lottie is unique in its 
subject matter, it reinforces rather than questions the preexisting ideas its 
audience (both children and adults) has.

Despite the promise of Lottie’s steadfast gaze on the cover and the cen-
trality of her position as “Gallipoli Nurse” in the title, this picture book 
concentrates much more on the absent brother, Leddie, than on the experi-
ences of nurses during the First World War. In making Lottie the narrator 
of her brother’s story rather than of her own history and centralizing the 
search for Leddie instead of the experiences of a group of professional 
women working under extraordinary circumstances, Lottie: Gallipoli Nurse 
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functions as a part of the canon of ANZAC mythology. It does not tell a 
new story or invite a refashioning of the legend. In contrast, The Bantam 
and the Soldier subtly shifts the legend of ANZAC to tell the story of the 
loneliness of being a soldier in France and infers that the much-touted ideas 
of “mateship” were not universal. It also portrays combatants in a gentle 
light rather than one of grand heroism. The Bantam and the Soldier is also 
signifi cant in that it attends to the continuities in the soldier’s life and his 
return to the farm rather than living on in memory as one of the fallen. 
The focus on France is also important as it moves away from the centrality 
of the Gallipoli campaign. While The Bantam and the Soldier moves away 
from more traditional narrations of the First World War, it has also been 
the recipient of prestigious awards, perhaps indicating that, certainly in lit-
erary circles, it is important that different kinds of stories are considered. 
Unlike Lottie though, The Bantam and the Soldier does not carry with it 
the weight of archival connections or present the confl ation of fact and fi c-
tion. The Bantam and the Soldier really stands alone in its movement away 
from traditional depictions of ANZAC mythology.

Lockyer’s earlier work Harry and the Anzac Poppy also centers on France 
and has a peripheral view to the suffering of those left at home, but this 
view is not extended, and the conventional stories associated with New 
Zealand and the First World War continue.31 Harry, set as it is in 1917 with 
a married soldier on the Western front in Europe its main protagonist, 
could have opened up the possibility of discussing complex issues like con-
scription and particularly the conscription of married men in New Zealand 
in 1917. Instead, this is merely a device through which to introduce a child. 
The story is structured around a young boy reading old letters his grand-
mother received from her father during the war. The introduction of not 
one but two children’s perspectives was perhaps a means of bridging the 
century’s divide between characters and intended audience. It certainly 
allowed the explanation of certain things like what “shells” were—no, not 
“egg shells,” but bombs.32 The focus on Harry as the main character rather 
than on his grandmother reinforces the generational aspects of ANZAC 
mythology that it is something that can be passed from father to son—the
heirs of a masculine combatant tradition.

Where Lottie differs from The Bantam and the Soldier is in its lack of 
an active voice. Lottie reinforces traditional ideas about women and war—
as the ones waiting for things to happen to their men, even if that waiting 
is not separated from the war zone by geography. This feminine narrative 
is not one of action or independence but one of sorrow and inactivity. The 
challenges of nursing in the early twentieth century are sidelined for a 
more conventional story in which the absence and death of a beloved 
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brother take the spotlight. The complex motivations of a young profes-
sional woman receive little attention, and instead, the implication of Lottie
is that the eponymous protagonist enlists to be close to her brother.33 This 
may be a part of a device to gain the sympathy of young readers. It is not 
uncommon for close sibling relationships to be portrayed in children’s lit-
erature, particularly when children or teenagers fi nd themselves without 
adult protection.34 However, Lockyer overuses this trope considerably. 
There is only one page in the entire book where a direct mention of hope 
or fear or sorrow regarding Leddie is absent, and even here, Lottie’s enqui-
ries about Gallipoli infer the search for her brother.35 Leddra is present 
even in the discussion of nurses dying on a torpedoed ship or of the won-
ders of Egypt. The combatant who becomes a casualty is omnipresent in 
a story that is ostensibly about his noncombatant sister. This sidelining of 
the book’s supposed main character is even more obvious in the afterword, 
which provides the reader with some cursory background to the Gallipoli 
campaign but not of the NZANS. Instead of providing some basic statis-
tics on how many women served, Lockyer repeats the casualty statistics 
pertaining to the soldiers who lost their lives. The nurses who lost their 
lives are not mentioned, nor is the struggle New Zealand nurses faced to 
be allowed to serve their country in the fi rst place. Despite the appearance 
of a different kind of narrative promised by the book’s cover picture and 
title, they act as little more than a trompe l’oeil for a book reiterating 
martial masculine endeavor and the primacy of the roar of battle.

In a culture that values the minutiae of military history, another impor-
tant change in the written text is the author’s confl ation of the well-known 
(in New Zealand) sinking of the Marquette, where ten nurses died, with the 
fate of another ship that had nothing to do with the NZANS, The Royal 
George. This confusion may have arisen as a result of Duder mentioning 
the torpedoing of a ship named The Royal George in his diary entry of 
4 August 1915.36 However, the sinking of the Marquette is a reasonably 
 familiar incident to many New Zealanders, partly as a result of the deaths 
of some of the nurses on board. The Marquette was actually sunk on 
23 October, and Charlotte Le Gallais mentions the incident in her letter of 
17 November 1915.37 A simple recognition of the dates would have avoided 
this confl ation and confusion. It may, of course, have been a part of the 
author’s “factionalisation.” However, it highlights some of the real problems 
in using “faction” to educate children about history. In teaching the First 
World War to secondary school students aged between 12 and 15 in New 
Zealand, Lottie is frequently pointed to as a suitable learning resource. The 
New Zealand social studies curriculum available online through Unitec, for 
example, has a module called “Gallipoli Webquest,” and Lottie is one of the 
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recommended print resources as are the entirely fi ctional Harry and the 
Anzac Poppy and Ken Catran’s Letters from the Coffi n Trenches.38 Nowhere 
on the website is there a guide to dealing with the differences between 
archival material, works written as scholarly history, and works intended as 
either “faction” or fi ction. Lottie’s status as an educational resource surely 
requires it to represent factual accuracy as much as any other historical 
work, particularly if student and teacher resources do not problematize the 
different kinds of materials in use.39

The confusion this book presents has been further complicated by a 
historian of nursing using Lottie: Gallipoli Nurse as a reliable historical 
source. Anna Rogers, who has written a very important and, in all other 
respects, well-researched book on New Zealand army nursing, has been a 
victim of the “truth effect” of this work of “faction.” Rather than sourcing 
archival material, she replicates the “factional” by citing Lockyer’s incorrect 
description of the sinking of the Royal George in addition to her discussion 
of the actual sinking of the Marquette.40 In a culture of war stories where 
the tiniest details are endlessly discussed and examined by military histori-
ans,41 this kind of intertextual blurring between archive and picture book 
cannot but hinder the attempt to refl ect accurately on the diverse experi-
ences of women and war, let alone on Charlotte Le Gallais’ real life.42

Where the blurring between fact and fi ction is most problematic in 
Lottie, however, is in its pictorial content. Illustrator Alan Barnett’s pictorial 
text undermines the historical place of women and war in so many ways. 
While Lottie’s concerned and somewhat sorrowful appearance on the book’s 
cover is arresting and the sadness of her story is reinforced through the use 
of blurred watercolor and a single cross at the base of which poppies grow, 
throughout the book the images often appear too modern and anachronis-
tic. They certainly work to undermine the story of Le Gallais as a brave 
and independent woman. Instead, they replicate stereotypes about women 
and war.43 The close connection to a “real” story and the ready accessibility 
of images about women, the First World War, and especially Charlotte Le 
Gallais herself invite questions as to why an illustrator would deviate so 
much from available historical material. Lottie is portrayed as if she were 
in her late teens or early twenties, despite her actual age being in her early 
thirties. This may be an attempt to invite empathy from a young audience. 
As Peter Jachimiak has pointed out in his analysis of the British comic 
Charley’s War, constructions of boyhood assist in bridging the generation 
gap in telling historical tales to a modern teenage audience.44 Relying on 
tropes of girlhood rather than maturity in the depiction of women does not 
work in the same way, partly because there is not the same kind of seamless-
ness built into histories of women’s participation in war as there is about 
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boys becoming men through soldiering. The youthful characterization of 
Lottie also falls into the perpetual trap of portraying women as girls in need 
of protection and hinders the portrayal of nurses as experienced profession-
als, and thereby, further marginalizing their importance and contribution.

Throughout the book, the pictures are stylistically late twentieth century 
and often portray the nurses without giving any indication of the rigid dis-
cipline they adhered to. Nurses were only allowed to be out of uniform 
“after dinner,” and they would certainly not have appeared on deck of the 
ship during a public occasion without wearing their capes and veils—quite 
unlike illustrator Alan Barnett’s portrayal of the Maheno leaving Wellington 
where one nurse is standing on deck out of uniform and without a veil.45

Photographs from the time of nurses on the decks of hospital ships still 
show them in veils and capes (see fi gure 6.1).46 It would also have been 
highly unusual for the kind of free and easy mixing between nurses and 
men, soldiers, and hospital staff alike that is indicated in many of Lottie’s 
pictures. Nurses were often segregated from soldiers and closely supervised 
in social situations, like the dances and fancy dress parades that took place 
on board the Maheno. It is also extremely unlikely that any nurse would 
have appeared on deck, regardless of the circumstances, with her hair 
unbound. Regulations pertaining to the professional appearance of nurses 
were strictly adhered to and helped to maintain the separation of nursing 
staff from the men.47

The separation of female nurses from male soldiers would have been 
extremely important for a nation that was reluctant to send its nurses to 
the battlefronts and was anxious about the virtue and sexual morality of 
soldiers, nurses, and civilians. The intimacy of the jobs required of nurses 
rendered their position precarious in terms of what was acceptable for a 
woman to know, see, and do at the turn of the twentieth century. This did 
not prevent the idolization of nurses as angels of mercy or their sexualiza-
tion in the imaginations of men. There is a long history of the sexualization 
of the nursing profession that continues into the present.48 No studies spe-
cifi c to New Zealand have been conducted, but it is safe to assume that 
some of the sexual stereotypes of nurses are as much a part of New Zealand 
attitudes as they are of Australian or British cultures. Katie Holmes, in her 
discussion of Australian nurses during the First World War, states that these 
women are separated from the legends of Australian heroism in war because, 
while they were necessary, they posed a potential sexual distraction and 
because their presence was a reminder of the fragility of the male body and 
its helplessness when wounded.49 The imagery of nursing is complicated, 
drawing as it does on notions of sacrifi ce and devotion, while the sexual 
threat these women might pose if their veils were ever removed went largely 
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unspoken but not forgotten in Australian and British traditions.50 The sexu-
alization of nursing as a profession is still present in society, with the 
“naughty nurse” a staple of pornographic and popular culture.

Barnett taps into the sexualized stereotypes of nursing by depicting 
Lottie and her colleagues as young and carefree in their dress and interac-
tion with male medical and military personnel. Even if the youthfulness of 
the nurses is an acceptable device to assist in telling Le Gallais’ story to 
children, the sexualization of these women is more diffi cult to reconcile. 
The determination, discipline, and hard work of the NZANS nurses are 
not replicated in Barnett’s representations of them, with fl owing locks, 
whose behavior is far less professional than it is titillating. On one page, 
Lottie is depicted looking straight at the reader in a most suggestive manner 
while she stands in a storage room with a doctor who appears to be in a 
laughing and fl irtatious conversation with her.51 The familiarity of the 
conversation supposedly references the social interaction mentioned in the 
written text on the adjoining page but more immediately taps into dis-
courses of femininity and loose sexual morality.52 In a similar way, the 
wholesome fun of devising fancy dress costumes described in Le Gallais’ 
correspondence and referenced by Lockyer is depicted by Barnett in an 
anachronistic way that has little to do with the descriptions in the written 
text.53 Instead of doctors “dressed up as nurses” and a nurse using sheets, 
boxes, and electric torches to depict the Maheno as described by Le Gallais, 
Barnett has the passengers socializing with painted faces and polished cos-
tumes that would look more at home in a book about Studio 54, the famed 
1970s New York nightclub. Rather than a “fancy dress parade,” as described 
in Le Gallais’ letters and the offi cial Maheno booklet published in 1916,54

the book pictorially presents what looks like close fraternization at a 
party—public familiarities that would not only have been frowned upon 
but are highly unlikely to have occurred.

No doubt Lottie can be read as a “story book” where the basic story can 
be understood without direct reference to the pictures that accompany the 
written text.55 However, as Christina Desai points out, “illustrations 
undoubtedly color readers’ reactions to the story. Art and text are inextri-
cably linked to create meaning that could not be communicated in any 
other way.”56 If the purpose of this book is to inform young people about 
lives and events a century ago—it can be assumed that this audience has 
little background knowledge of this history—then surely the illustrations of 
such an educational text should refl ect its subject matter? The pictures 
should certainly not be treated with the attitude that they are “just pictures” 
for what is “only” a children’s book. This undermines both the respect that 
the audience of the story deserves and the respect supposed to be owed to 
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the signifi cance of the First World War. A big diffi culty for scholars, critics, 
and writers of texts aimed at young audiences is that while children’s 
 literature is deemed an essential part of the formation of a child’s worldview, 
it is often, contradictorily, also not treated as “real” literature precisely 
because it is aimed at children. The impulse to censor the images children 
are exposed to often competes with the idea that children are not mature 
enough to grasp the complicated language of images or see the connections 
between different kinds of representations. It is important not to underes-
timate the capacity of children to read images and text. If children continue 
to be exposed to books that depict women in a frivolous and sexualized 
way, even if they do not understand exactly that this is what has occurred, 
then the contributions of women will continue to be marginalized in the 
public imagination.

This is not to say there are no picture books where authors, artists, and 
illustrators have collaborated and the written and pictorial texts appear to 
be telling a different story. For example, the subtle signs in Tony Kushner 
and Maurice Sendak’s recent Brundibar, which, while telling the story of 
two young children trying to get milk for their sick mother, also allegorizes 
the experiences of Jewish children at the Theresienstadt concentration 
camp.57 But in the case of Lottie, it is not unreasonable to expect the “fac-
tion” to be closer to the available archival pictorial material and widespread 
knowledge of images from the period than the “fi ctional” pictorial repre-
sentation posited here. Lottie is, after all, presented by the publisher, author, 
and educational institutions as historical rather than allegorical in both 
form and function. The lack of care taken with these illustrations detracts 
from the importance of telling noncombatant stories and the role of the 
nurses who worked so hard under the most appalling conditions. Whether 
intentional or not, the work of these women has been trivialized here, just 
as it was in 1916 when the bulk of their activities were largely absent from 
the offi cial Maheno souvenir publication.58

Children’s literature about war from the late twentieth and early twenty-
fi rst centuries often functions with two aims in mind: a commemorative “lest 
we forget” function and an education function so that the atrocities of the 
past may never happen again.59 This is particularly true of Holocaust narra-
tives, but the picture books centering on New Zealand and the First World 
War operate in similar ways. The phrase “lest we forget” alone is extremely 
problematic. What is remembered in New Zealand is more often a 
 mythology—what supposedly happened—than a real understanding of a 
century-old war, its participants, and its legacies. This mythology is extended 
through memorialization in the classroom with wreaths and poppies
on ANZAC Day but with little or no explanation of their symbolism.
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It is further heightened by the use of fi ctional and “factional” texts written 
and published in the late twentieth and early twenty-fi rst centuries without 
an appropriate contextual explanation of the kinds of texts that they are and 
the past they represent. This is a part of the trend that is evident in a school 
curriculum that teaches the poetry of Wilfred Owen and Siegfried Sassoon as 
if it was representative of every soldier’s experiences. Just as  learning the “leg-
end” supplants learning the problems of early twentieth-century history, many 
of the Great War’s participants who were not combatants, even when they 
were casualties, like the nurses who died on the Marquette, are marginalized. 
The books aimed at young people in New Zealand are often a part of this 
pattern of active forgetting. The fragmented stories conveyed in commemora-
tions, school curricula, and, of course, picture books must be more confusing 
than illuminating to children, who in general have no direct experience of 
war and for whom this war is beyond living and spoken memory.

The exclusion of women’s experiences from war narratives, in general, 
and ANZAC mythologies, in particular, has been well commented on both 
in Australia and in New Zealand. On the surface, the publication of Lottie:
Gallipoli Nurse represents a step in the right direction in fi lling some of 
these lacunae. However, it must be questioned whether this was the intent 
when it is a soldier who is the real main character of the book and not a 
nurse at all. The fragmentary, intertexually dependent Lottie: Gallipoli Nurse
acquires its meaning from the weight of its archival origins, connections to 
museum exhibits, and the national mythologies of ANZAC. Without the 
archival material on display in the museum, Lottie may very well have no 
contextual anchor at all. If the framework of Charlotte Le Gallais’ story is 
dismantled, the book merely reiterates the clichés and body counts that are 
a part of ANZAC mythology but not that of a nuanced history of New 
Zealand at war. The focus on the Gallipoli rather than Nurse part of its title 
and its confl ation of the fi ctional Lottie with the real Charlotte Le Gallais 
through word and image only widen the distance between memorializing 
and understanding the past. If contexts are misunderstood or misaligned 
and skewed toward soldiers even in the narratives of those who did not, or 
could not, fi ght, how can future wars be prevented? How can we prevent 
the noncombatant children of today from becoming the combatant soldiers 
of tomorrow if the stories they are presented with replicate rather than 
interrogate these mythologies? How can the understanding of alternative 
narratives be fostered when the texts being offered to children contain fac-
tual inaccuracies and illustrations that trivialize their subject matter? I fear 
that the production of such texts form part of the vision blurred through 
tears that is the public memorialization of a war that is never remembered 
in its entirety but which refuses to be forgotten.
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CHAPTER 7

“We Aren’t Playing That Passive Role 
Any Longer”: American Women’s 

Protest of the Vietnam War

Penelope Adams Moon

On 16 March 1965, an elderly Quaker woman walked along 
Detroit sidewalks she had known for almost 25 years. As the 
Tuesday night traffi c eased along, she stopped in front of a shop-

ping center at the intersection of Grand River and Oakman Boulevard. For 
a good many of her 82 years, Alice Herz had been writing letters, begging 
her government to stop building nuclear weapons and, just as importantly, 
to stop threatening to use them. She was particularly distressed by the 
escalating war in Vietnam, a war most Americans were just starting to 
consider. But she was just an old Quaker woman; who was going to listen 
to her? As her hope in the effi cacy of letters and petitions waned, she 
decided on one fi nal act of protest. Frustrated, but at the same time hope-
ful, she doused herself with cleaning fl uid and lit a match. Her body was 
immediately engulfed in fl ames. Despite the best attempts of passersby to 
snuff out the fl ames of what they would later describe as a “human torch,” 
Alice Herz died a painful ten days later.

Herz was the fi rst American to immolate herself as an act of protest against 
war. Long concerned with nuclear proliferation, she had been particularly 
affected by the self-immolation of Thich Quang Duc, a Buddhist monk, who 
had burned himself on the crowded streets of Saigon two years earlier. Quang 
Duc had chosen immolation to protest the abuses of Ngo Dinh Diem’s 
regime in South Vietnam. With the help of the U.S. government, Diem had 
come to power in 1954 and had gradually become more paranoid and more 
hostile toward Saigon’s non-Catholic residents. Quang Duc and a number of 
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other Buddhists in Saigon burned themselves to call attention to Diem’s 
repressive government and its American backers. In a letter she left behind, 
Herz identifi ed herself with Quang Duc, denounced Lyndon Johnson for 
contributing to an arms build up, and implicitly condemned his manipula-
tion of the facts to secure congressional approval for expanding U.S. military 
activities in Vietnam.1

Herz’s protest was fairly exceptional among acts of American protest. Only 
seven other Americans, out of the hundreds of thousands that would eventu-
ally protest the war, chose immolation as their form of witness. Yet, Herz’ act 
was also entirely typical in some ways. She was an American woman who 
chose to protest in a very personal and meaningful way in an environment 
that marginalized women’s voices in all arenas, not the least of which was the 
movement against the Vietnam War. As in life, she received scant press cover-
age for her fi nal protest act and history has veiled her importance, choosing 
instead to linger on the self-immolation of Norman Morrison, the fi rst 
American man to immolate himself, seven months later.

In wishing to protest war, Herz faced an uphill battle. As the Vietnam 
War escalated in the 1960s, American women sickened by the war encoun-
tered an antiwar movement that had galvanized around the issue of the 
draft. Although a handful of intellectuals, policy experts, and religious activ-
ists had prophetically begun to protest American involvement in Vietnam 
in the early 1960s, the American antiwar movement fl ared to life in 1965 
as President Johnson increased draft calls. Suddenly, Vietnam mattered to 
many more people who now faced the very real and terrifying possibility 
that they or someone they loved might be shipped off to the jungles of 
Southeast Asia. As news reports about the brutality of the fi ghting, the 
futility of American strategy, and the questionable morality of American 
tactics began to fi lter back home, more and more young men and their 
families began questioning the legitimacy of the war and the justice of the 
draft. As a result, the draft became the axis around which the antiwar move-
ment rotated. To demonstrate their opposition to the draft and the war, 
hundreds of young men began turning in or burning their draft cards, 
refusing induction, fl eeing to Canada or Sweden, or opting for prison.

With the antiwar movement so focused on the issue of the draft, antiwar 
women confronted the decision of how best to register their discontent and 
bring about the war’s end. Because of immutable characteristics of biology 
and persistent sexism in the American Congress, women were, and would 
be for the foreseeable future, defi ned as noncombatants. Assumptions about 
the connections between biology, behavior, and personality also marginal-
ized women in the political arena. Women faced the challenge of participat-
ing in both a political environment and an antiwar movement that 
privileged those eligible for combat service. While some might think that 
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avoiding military service was a privilege, this “privilege” came at the cost of 
women’s political infl uence. Without the prospect of combat service, 
women found it nearly impossible to be taken seriously as political actors, 
both among political powerbrokers and antiwar activists.

So how did women make their opposition to the war in Vietnam heard 
in a political and activist environment that marginalized their ideas and 
muffl ed their voices? As the historian Joel P. Rhodes has noted, “More often 
than not, in the realm of protest women have relied on ingenious and covert 
tactics for mitigating against patriarchy and a misogynist culture.”2 Gender 
frequently became the organizing principle around which women tackled 
the task of protesting the war. Said another way, American women drew 
upon their identities as women and their often shifting understandings of 
womanhood to protest the war in Vietnam. Women protested as mothers, 
wives, housekeepers, sisters, consumers, revolutionaries, race women, and 
more because their sex prevented them from speaking in purely political 
terms or from protesting as potential combatants, an identity marker crucial 
to the antiwar movement. In their protest, some women chose to reference 
traditional understandings of womanhood, what the historian Amy 
Schneidhorst labels as “pre-feminist gender norms,” while other women 
negotiated gendered identities with emerging race- and class-consciousnesses 
to articulate their opposition to the war.3 In each case, women faced the 
task of either transcending or manipulating existing gender standards to 
make their noncombatant perspectives heard in a cultural milieu that gave 
pride of place to political speech and combatant status.

This is not to say that the arguments and protest methods women chose 
were unique to women. Certainly, self-immolation was not an exclusively 
“female” protest tactic. My intent here is not to suggest that women always 
protested differently than men, but rather that women attempted to fi nd 
ways to engage the war in Vietnam that were relevant to them and that 
were as effective as possible. Since identity is complex—one is not simply 
a woman but might also be black, wealthy, gay, urban, socialist, or 
Baptist—it would be misleading to suggest that gender alone dictated 
women’s responses to the war. Having said that, though, it is signifi cant that 
wider societal assumptions about sex did often compel women to protest 
in certain ways and led them more frequently toward certain arguments.

Braving the Masculinist Antiwar Movement

Women who hoped to protest the Vietnam War faced at least two gendered 
obstacles. The antiwar movement focused primarily on the draft and, thus, 
on draft resistance, a reality that rendered women, who were automatically 
noncombatants, relatively unimportant. But the draft-centric focus of the 
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movement against the Vietnam War also transformed the tenor of antiwar 
protest itself. Newer antiwar activists, draft resisters, even pacifi sts, many of 
whom embraced the philosophy of nonviolence, began to cast their resis-
tance in masculinist terms that rendered the culture of the antiwar move-
ment very similar to what Marian Mollin described as “the warrior culture 
of military men.”4 Refusing the draft—that is, refusing to fi ght—carried 
with it the potential for emasculation. Since gendered assumptions con-
nected masculinity with aggression, physical strength, and conquest, soldier-
ing, or at the very least relishing confl ict, was a key component of Western 
masculinity.5 In announcing their refusal to soldier, draft resisters faced the 
real possibility of being labeled cowards. In effect, they risked being associ-
ated less with men than with women, whom gendered assumptions painted 
as weak, vulnerable, nurturing, and passive.

To minimize this potential, male draft resisters often constructed an 
androcentric and highly aggressive “resistance mystique,” which emphasized 
“[m]anhood, manliness, [and] virility.” This “unspoken agenda of masculinity,” 
Mollin argues, “ultimately created the most formidable obstacles for 
women” in the resistance movement.6 As the sociologist Barrie Thorne has 
contended, the resistance mystique “involved a highly sexualized, objectifi ed 
defi nition of women (women, in this rhetoric, were usually referred to as 
‘chicks’). The presence of women, defi ned as girlfriends, admirers, and 
bedpartners, was used to buttress an almost swaggering masculine role.”7 In 
effect, rendering women powerless within the resistance allowed resistance 
men to salvage their identities as men. Pushing this further, sexism within 
the antiwar movement might have actually helped resistance men maintain 
their political clout in the public political arena.

This created a resistance environment that was not all that woman 
friendly, making it very diffi cult for women to fully participate in protest. 
The story of women’s subordination within the New Left, civil rights, and 
antiwar movements is fairly well known as is the connection between the 
sexist experiences of women in these movements and the emergence of 
second wave feminism in the late 1960s.8 But as Thorne has argued, the 
marginalization of women within the resistance was worse than that women 
experienced in either the student movement or civil rights movement 
because the centrality of the draft “more explicitly distinguished male from 
female participants and excluded women, even theoretically, from full par-
ticipation.”9 Anne Weills, a participant in the Bay Area antiwar movement, 
remembered being frustrated at antiwar meetings. “Even if [a woman] said 
it well, half the time people would ignore you. Invisibility. That’s what 
was so painful.”10 Jane Kennedy, a Catholic woman who felt compelled to 
speak out against the Vietnam War, remembered being disappointed by the 
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gendered posturing surrounding plans to raid a local draft board. She char-
acterized the arguing of some men as “a lot of bluster and bluff ” that 
functioned to keep hidden men’s “own feelings of inadequacy and their own 
spots of vulnerability.”11

If this “bluster and bluff ” kept men from exposing their vulnerability, it 
also kept women subordinated in the antiwar movement. As the sociologist 
Jo Freeman explained, “Men could resist the draft; women could only 
counsel resistance.”12 But by 1967, counseling resistance was not enough. 
The antiwar movement focused much of its energy on crippling the draft 
system through active protest, emblematized by the slogan, “From dissent 
to resistance.” Draft-age men publicly burned their draft cards to comment 
on the injustice of the draft itself and to signal their unwillingness to fi ght 
in Vietnam. In one of the largest and most well-organized acts of resistance, 
some three dozen men turned in or burned their draft cards at Boston’s 
Arlington Street Church on 16 October 1967. One of those that burned a 
draft card was the Reverend Nan Stone, a Methodist minister attending 
Boston University’s School of Theology. Stone had convinced her friend, 
Steve Pailet, to allow her to burn his draft card but met with opposition 
from other protest planners. Although a seasoned activist, Stone had to 
work hard to be allowed to fully participate in activities planned by the 
New England Resistance. She continually ran up against gendered assump-
tions that left women with the domestic chores of resistance communities—
what many routinely referred to as “shitwork”—while men planned and 
carried out risky protest actions. As Stone recalled, “I was never invited in 
to the inner circles, I had to push my way in.”13

Besides burning draft cards, the antiwar movement was increasingly 
turning to even more radical actions that focused on the draft. By 1967, 
resisters had begun to use nonviolent direct action to physically disrupt the 
Selective Service System. This usually took the form of raiding draft offi ces 
and destroying actual draft fi les, inhibiting the government’s ability to call 
up draftees. The 1968 Catonsville Nine raid in Maryland typifi ed the new 
tactic. In that action, nine Catholic activists, including priests Daniel and 
Phillip Berrigan, carried hundreds of draft fi les out of the Catonsville draft 
offi ce and burned them with homemade napalm. The raid itself would 
baptize the Catholic Left and catapult the brothers Berrigan to international 
notoriety. As their biographers and friends pointed out, the Berrigans 
became the desperadoes—a very masculinist term—of the Catholic Left.14

Although two women, Marjorie Melville and Mary Moylan, participated in 
the Catonsville raid, they found it diffi cult to assume leadership positions. 
As one historian has argued, “the masculinist behavior and rhetoric [of the 
secular antiwar movement] dovetailed with the patriarchal and hierarchical 
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underpinnings of the Catholic Church” to create a Catholic resistance 
community in which men “were cast as the true resisters” and emerged as 
resistance leaders.15

As Marjorie Melville and Mary Moylan’s participation in the Catonsville 
Nine raid makes clear, some women eagerly participated in the destruction 
of draft fi les, which was very much against the law and almost always pros-
ecuted. Draft-board raiding became a way that noncombatants could show 
how seriously they opposed the war. To avoid the sexism they encountered 
in many resistance communities, though, some women chose to develop 
their own resistance actions. Often this simply took the form of helping to 
raise awareness about the draft among draft-eligible men. The Berkeley 
group Campus Women for Peace, for example, distributed a leafl et that 
encouraged men to pledge to oppose the draft, an act that became prosecut-
able after passage of the Military Selective Service Act of 1967.16 Other 
women tapped into the draft resistance movement by signing resistance 
statements, helping to gather and turn in draft cards, offering sanctuary to 
resisters, or engaging in disruptive acts during the public trials of male 
resisters. For example, two women calling themselves “Women Too” dis-
rupted the 1969 trial of a draft resister by pouring red paint on the court-
room fl oor and pouring red dye on the steps of the federal building in 
which the trial was taking place.17 Their decision to name themselves 
“Women Too” is telling. While the name played on the tradition of identi-
fying draft resisters by the numbers of people involved in the action, it also 
implicitly referred to women’s marginal political status. One can almost 
hear the women shouting, “Yes! We’re angry, too! The war impacts us, too!”
The name points to how the default identity of the antiwar protester in 
1960s America was male.

Even when women planned resistance actions by themselves, society 
seemed to want to recast the action in traditionally gendered terms. In July 
1969, fi ve women calling themselves “Women Against Daddy Warbucks” 
spent about three hours slicing through draft fi les, tearing out phone lines, 
and disabling the typewriters in a midtown Manhattan Selective Service 
offi ce. When they were fi nished, they exited the building and began throw-
ing the cut-up fi les up in the air in an almost celebratory fashion. In all, 
they managed to destroy about 6,500 1-A high-priority draft fi les.

Yet such was the public’s identifi cation of draft resistance with men that 
even the reporting of the raid by Women Against Daddy Warbucks cast 
men and women in traditionally gendered roles. Despite having been 
planned and executed by women, the New York Times’ reporting on the 
raid chose to highlight the scuffl e between nearby male antiwar activists 
and law enforcement offi cers. The Times described how “some men war 



American Women’s Protest of the Vietnam War  ●  157

resisters . . . attacked the Federal agents with their fi sts.” In the ensuing 
battle, both male protesters and male law enforcement agents tried to pro-
tect the females involved. “The F.B.I. men rushed their prisoners as quickly 
as possible to cover . . . [as] the agents around one pair [of female prisoners] 
beat off their attackers as they moved through the crowd.” Later male pro-
testers attempted to “free [Kathy] Czarnik,” creating a narrative that cast 
men as liberators and women as victims in need of rescue.18

Women Against Daddy Warbucks had staged the action, in part, out of 
frustration with sexism in the larger antiwar movement and, in the words 
of participant Maggie Geddes, because the “draft affects men and women.” 
The women wanted to publicize how women helped to sustain the draft 
through their work in draft offi ces and their passivity about the “corporate 
military machinery.” But as Geddes asserted, “we aren’t playing that passive 
role any longer.”19 Yet, as the Times’ reporting made clear, few gave the 
women the credit for planning the raid by themselves. Jill Boskey, another 
member of Women Against Daddy Warbucks, remembered that when she 
was fi rst arrested, the FBI agents tried to get her to name the men she was 
fronting for, and even men in the movement kidded the women about not 
having planned the action.20

As a result, some women draft resisters chose to engage in resistance 
activities in ways that actually emphasized their female identity; they 
decided to capitalize upon existing gender systems to protest the draft. For 
example, some women posed as sisters of inductees or as secretaries to gain 
access to military bases and disrupt the induction process. While male draft 
resisters could pose as draft registrants or preinductees, women’s noncom-
batant status made them conspicuous and visibly out of place among 
potential soldiers. Ironically, antiwar women realized that their relegation 
to supportive or appendage roles in the American workforce and their status 
as noncombatants could actually work in their favor. The “invisibility” that 
frustrated some women in resistance meetings enabled other women to slip 
onto military grounds unnoticed or unquestioned, putting them in a posi-
tion to disrupt the induction process and engage in consciousness-raising 
with draft registrants.21

Women’s sexual identities also frequently factored into their resistance. 
Existing gender systems simultaneously cast women as both asexual and 
potential objects of sexual conquest. To lure draft registrants or even active-
duty GIs into draft-resistance environments, resistance organizations often 
emphasized the presence of women at resistance-planned parties and events. 
In one instance, the New England Resistance publicized that it was planning 
a “huge, incredibly noisy, chick-laden” party, while another leafl et enticed 
GIs to an event with “beer and chicks and things.”22 Women, however, were 
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not always passive players in the sexualizing of their roles in the antiwar 
movement. In perhaps the most famous example of women sexualizing their 
own participation in the resistance, many women accepted the slogan “Girls 
Say ‘Yes’ to Guys that Say ‘No,’” although, as Barrie Thorne points out, 
many did so “with jest and ambivalence.”23

Maternalist Responses

The “girls” that said “yes” to the guys that said “no” were playing up aspects 
of existing gender systems that cast men as highly sexualized beings—so 
sexualized, in fact, that they would risk imprisonment for draft evasion to 
potentially have sex. Indeed, capitalizing upon the assumption of gender 
difference was one of the most powerful and effective ways that women 
could challenge the war. Because their noncombatant status frequently 
prohibited them from fully participating in draft-centric protest, women 
were often forced to either accept a supportive role in protest or emphasize 
aspects of their identity that made them different from men. However, this 
was not always a fallback decision. Unlike the gendered role-playing 
involved in gaining access to military bases during the induction process, 
some women were explicit that their gender-specifi c identities compelled 
them to protest the Vietnam War. Stressing the bonds of sisterhood and the 
shared experience of motherhood, women banded together to chastise male 
war-makers and argue against the war. It was in their very roles as female 
noncombatants that many women found some of their most salient forms 
of protest.

Sometimes the sororal and maternalist themes could be subtle. In their 
1965 statement “For a Ceasefi re in Vietnam,” the Berkeley Campus Women 
for Peace condemned the use of biological and chemical weaponry and the 
war’s oppression of peasants, indiscriminate killing, political corruption, 
excessive cost, and nuclear potential. Yet, to make these arguments, which 
were common political critiques, the Campus Women for Peace used the 
testimony of Mai Thi Chu, a Vietnamese woman. The Campus Women for 
Peace’s statement quoted Chu, who testifi ed that she had seen how the use 
of chemical and biological weapons had affected women, children, and old 
people. “I have seen children with swollen faces and bodies, covered 
by burns,” Chu reported. “I have met women blinded or suffering from 
sanguinolent diarrhoea.”24

This statement is complex. It projects a gender-neutral position as a rela-
tively straightforward political critique of the war, no different from statements 
that might have been issued by male-dominated organizations like Students 
for a Democratic Society or the Committee for a Sane Nuclear Policy.25



American Women’s Protest of the Vietnam War  ●  159

Yet gendered assumptions are woven throughout the statement. We are 
meant to be shocked that women and children—that is, innocents—are 
dying in Vietnam. Mai Thi Chu’s testimony reifi es the idea that women, 
like children, are helpless victims in warfare and that killing them is more 
barbarous than killing men. At the same time, though, the statement chal-
lenges existing gender systems in privileging a female voice. The Berkeley 
Campus Women for Peace seemed to want to both empower women and 
galvanize them to action by helping them identify with Vietnamese women 
as women—as sisters and fellow mothers. Whether embracing or challeng-
ing gendered assumptions, though, the subtext underlying the statement is 
that war is not something that women do—they suffer as innocents or they 
speak out against it.

Other women pushed this assumption in very explicit ways, claiming 
that there was a universal difference between men and women and that 
difference lay in women’s alleged natural aversion to war. Valerie Clubb, a 
member of Missoula Women for Peace, explained her antiwar activism in 
almost genetic terms. “Oh, I have had an instinctual feeling for peace, for 
peaceful relations between people, even without the fear of war and death 
and so forth.”26 May McDonald, another Missoula woman for peace, was 
convinced that if women around the world would just join peace groups, 
wars would cease to happen.27 At a 1972 “Women’s Hearing on the War 
in Vietnam” in St. Louis, panelists and audience members heard a number 
of women speak to specifi c issues related to the war. Testifying during the 
hearing, Eda Houwink argued that war was “exclusively a male activity.” 
Men, Houwink argued, “declare the war, they plan the war, they pass the 
laws to fi nance it. No woman does this kind of thing. War is a game with 
men, by men, and for men.”28

For many women, this instinctive aversion to war was rooted in their 
identities as mothers or, at the very least, as potential mothers. Many female 
protesters began their activism only after they became mothers. A number 
of the members of Missoula Women for Peace recalled coming to oppose 
the war out of concern for their own children. May McDonald remembered 
becoming “more and more alarmed [about the Vietnam War], especially as 
I had three sons who would likely—very, very likely—be inducted or 
drafted, and I thought it wasn’t enough to condemn it verbally, I should do 
something about it, politically in every way that I possibly could.”29 This 
justifi cation for opposing the Vietnam War—to protect one’s sons—seems 
not to have been an argument many men offered publicly, perhaps because 
men were assumed to possess the higher-order thinking skills of logic and 
critical analysis; the assumption was that men would challenge the war 
politically (that is, rationally). Fear for one’s children was an emotional and 
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instinctive response to war suitable for the sex defi ned as being primarily 
emotional in nature. Moreover, the masculinity of fathers would to some 
extent have been tied up with the willingness of their sons to go off into 
battle. A son who eschewed his martial responsibilities indicted a father as 
a failure.

Maternalist protesters considered their identities as mothers key to stop-
ping the war. “Being a mother,” Anniece Allen, another witness at the 
Women’s Hearing on the War in Vietnam, explained, “I am concerned with 
life in general.” Although Allen was a psychiatric charge nurse by profession 
and might, therefore, have critiqued the war from a mental health perspec-
tive, she explained her opposition to the war in biological terms and sought 
to reach out to the female audience by emphasizing their shared roles as 
mothers. “Women are giving birth to children every day,” Allen noted. “Are 
we giving birth to them, raising them, training them only for them to 
die?”30 Eda Houwink continued this maternalist theme when she stated that 
women, because they “bear the children of the world . . . have a more 
intense feeling about being our brother’s keepers [sic]. Men are much more 
extravagant with both their seed and other people’s children.”31

This maternalist approach to opposing the war is best exemplifi ed by 
Women Strike for Peace (WSP), the phenomenally popular antiwar orga-
nization. Founded in 1961, WSP coalesced after thousands of women 
responded to a call by a group of Washington, D.C., women to publicly 
protest nuclear testing. Although its ranks included working women, WSP’s 
public face was that of the housewife and mother. By 1966, WSP had come 
to focus on the situation in Vietnam, engaging in a number of protests 
conducted, according to the participant-historian Amy Swerdlow, “in the 
name of outraged motherhood.”32 Emblematic of WSP’s maternalist or 
motherist agenda was the organization’s slogan during its draft-resistance 
marches: “Not My Son, Not Your Son, Not Their Sons.”

Unlike younger female activists interested in draft resistance, WSP-ers 
successfully engaged in draft resistance largely because they adhered to 
middle-class femininity during their protests. Describing a 1962 WSP pro-
test, the New York Times reporter Jeanne Molli noted the presence of moth-
ers, grandmothers, and “the more formidable appearance of mothers-in-law,” 
with all the visual imagery created by such a turn of phrase.33 In her study 
of the Chicago branch of WSP, Amy Schneidhorst noted that “women 
activists who projected a lady-like, middle-class motherly image felt they 
would be more readily accepted by the women they hoped to recruit and 
less likely to be attacked by offi cials.”34 Thus, WSP-ers marched dressed in 
coats and pantyhose and often carried nonthreatening (feminine?) symbols 
such as fl owers, white doves, shopping bags printed with peace slogans, and 
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even their own children. Women understood that by embracing existing 
gender roles, they were more likely to be effective in a political environment 
intolerant of traditional political activity by women. Rather than resisting 
the limitations placed on them as noncombatants, maternalist protesters 
embraced their noncombatant identities, emphasizing the very qualities that 
had rendered them noncombatants in the fi rst place.

Maternalist protest, however, transcended simply emphasizing women’s 
reproductive capabilities. After condemning men as natural war-makers, Eda 
Houwink challenged the female audience at the Women’s Hearing on the 
War in Vietnam to commit to a kind of “global housekeeping” and change 
the social order to prevent war. The “global housekeeping” Houwink called 
for echoed themes drawn upon by maternalist protesters and reformers since 
at least the nineteenth century. Although historians have correctly demon-
strated that the confi nement of women to the private domestic realm inhib-
ited their political participation, they have also recognized that women’s 
power within the home increased as men assumed identities as public, politi-
cal beings. Assigned the responsibilities of nurturing children and creating 
moral environments for families, women eventually entered the public fray 
on the grounds that society, like a disheveled house or an unruly child, 
needed a woman’s moral authority and organizational skills.35

Maternalist protesters in 1960s America continued to use this line of 
reasoning, arguing that women were natural peacemakers not simply 
because they bore children but because they created and managed the home 
environment. As Florence Johnson of Missoula Women for Peace explained, 
although women might not face induction, they could help others to resist 
the draft through their domestic roles. “As mothers, as wives,” Johnson 
argued, “in helping create a happy home life, we encourage compassion and 
concern for others,” which, according to Johnson, could foster “sound 
mental health and world peace.”36 Lois Barrett, testifying during the 
Women’s Hearing in St. Louis, chastised women for socializing sons and 
husbands to grow up “believing this myth about how they must wage war 
to protect their women and their homes.”

Let us raise our sons in such a way that they will not be the dirty workers for 
a few powerful men. Let us raise our sons in such a way that they will not go 
to foreign lands and rape and use the women there. . . . [Let] us redefi ne the 
meaning of saint, and courage, and power for our sons and daughters.37

Other maternalist protesters developed protest tactics that drew upon 
women’s traditional roles as cooks. Along with writing letters to elected 
representatives and joining in area peace marches, the Missoula Women for 
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Peace held bake sales and rummage sales to educate the public about what 
was going on in Vietnam. Sandra Perrin remembers shrugging off her hus-
band’s exasperation to bake cookies for one of the organization’s many 
antiwar bake sales. “[M]y husband was wondering at one point, ‘Sandra, 
what are you doing? Another batch of cookies for the Missoula Women for 
Peace?’ ” But Perrin and other Missoula Women for Peace believed that the 
cookies enticed people to come over to the organization’s table and peruse 
the group’s antiwar materials, perhaps playing on the old adage “The way 
to a man’s heart is through his stomach.”38

Along with mothering and cooking, the standards of female domesticity 
charged women with the task of shopping for the family, a role consistent 
with women’s alleged instinct for nurturing and their responsibility for 
keeping house. Even at the nadir of female domesticity, American women 
had always worked as household fi nancial managers. In the strictly patriar-
chal antebellum South, white plantation mistresses were expected to man-
age the household budget and keep the cupboards well stocked.39 In the 
immigrant households of the industrializing North, working children and 
husbands turned their checks over to the mother or wife. As the historian 
Elizabeth Ewen explained, immigrant women “had to secure . . . goods in 
the marketplace—and since the wife was the center of the household, it was 
her responsibility to manage the conversion of wages into necessities.”40

Women in 1960s America remained crucial to the consumer economy and 
played increasingly important roles in economic decision-making in the 
household.41 Antiwar women recognized their economic roles as sources of 
power and sought to capitalize upon their consumer identity to protest the 
war in Vietnam.

One organization that neatly combined a maternalist and consumerist 
approach to protesting the Vietnam War was Another Mother for Peace 
(AMP). Founded in 1967 by a group of women in Beverly Hills, California, 
AMP adopted many of the same maternalist positions as WSP as demon-
strated by its popular slogan “War is not healthy for children and other 
living things.” As an AMP mailer explained, “We who have given life must 
be dedicated to preserving it.”42

Yet AMP pushed beyond appealing to women as mothers to appeal to 
them as consumers. AMP sought to encourage women to use their power 
as consumers to challenge the war in Vietnam in two ways. Unlike WSP, 
which was not centrally coordinated and focused primarily on marching, 
draft counseling, and acts of civil disobedience, AMP centered its activities 
on raising awareness through the sale of posters, patches, jewelry, pins, tie 
tacks, stationery, and peace cards emblazoned with its slogan. Although, 
theoretically, anyone could buy these items, AMP literature targeted 
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women, using phrases such as “just in time for holiday gift-giving.”43 AMP 
sponsored card campaigns, which encouraged consumers to purchase boxes 
of cards to send to politicians in Washington, D.C. The organization’s 
“Peace by Christmas” campaign, for example, planned to fl ood Washington 
with Christmas cards that urged elected offi cials to stop the war. In its 
Mother’s Day campaign, AMP sold at least 20,000 cards that made their 
way to the Capitol.44 Through their purchasing of peace paraphernalia, 
women could harass congressional war-makers and fund AMP’s effort to 
stop the war.

Groups like AMP, though, also targeted women as consumers from a 
different angle. “If we are to believe the fi gures,” Alberta Slavin argued 
during the Women’s Hearing on the War in Vietnam, “women control and 
spend over 90% of the money in the economy. If women as consumers 
really want to end the war, we could conduct a devastating economic boy-
cott.” She encouraged women to connect with each other and to stop 
shopping.45 Housewife Mary Jane Badenoch proclaimed that she was will-
ing “to live on nothing but necessities, to buy no new labor-saving or 
entertainment products and to let the companies who contribute to the war 
know [that she would] no longer succumb to their advertising.”46 Ora Lee 
Malone condemned companies such as Whirlpool, Bulova Watch, Motorola, 
and General Motors for producing war-related materials. She understood 
that these companies valued women as consumers and felt women were in 
a position to compel them to help create a peaceful society. “As consumers,” 
Malone pointed out, “we can be very infl uential.”47 One antiwar fl yer 
pointed out that women’s consumer identities made them responsible for 
the war but could also be the key to stopping it. “Women, though we don’t 
carry guns, are as much a part of the war effort—and the society that makes 
wars like this possible—as are men.” The fl yer announced a protest in 
which women would condemn war profi teering and pledge to “stop paying 
for the destruction.”48

In a concerted effort to raise awareness of how women’s purchasing 
power fed the war machine and, conversely, could starve the war machine, 
AMP produced and distributed a fi lm titled You Don’t Have to Buy the War, 
Mrs. Smith. The 1970 fi lm featured former Miss America and AMP mem-
ber Bess Myerson Grant explaining how many consumer goods manufactur-
ers were also crucial components of the defense industry. Along with the 
fi lm, AMP sponsored a letter-writing campaign in 1970 to challenge con-
sumer goods manufacturers to abandon their roles in the defense industry. 
Calling on women to band together as consumers, the June 1970 AMP 
newsletter encouraged women to write to company presidents and board 
members and, in effect, scare manufacturers away from defense work.49
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While draft-card burning and draft-board raiding placed men at the 
center of the debate about the war, engaging the war from an economic 
perspective allowed women—a dominant force in the consumer economy—
to speak with power. By addressing the war as consumers and as people 
who, often without their knowledge, helped equip the military, women 
could more fully participate in antiwar protest. Often, though, antiwar activ-
ists baulked at moving away from combatant-centered protest. Jane 
Kennedy, who initially supported draft-based protest actions, remembered 
her frustration with her fellow protesters:

[W]e were talking about draft boards and I had made the point . . . that I 
could not see the value of staying just with draft boards, that we had to share 
the symbolic action, that it was not just draft boards that were culprits here. 
That the industrial people, those who made money out of things that soldiers 
used to kill other human beings with had to be coupled with draft boards to 
show the military-industrial complex kind of thing. That I could understand 
about the draft boards, but I simply had a wider horizon than that.50

As a noncombatant, Kennedy’s participation in draft-board raiding 
implicitly carried less weight than that of a male (that is, a potential com-
batant). Eventually, Kennedy’s group, which humorously adopted the name 
“the Beaver 55” (although there were only eight members), compromised 
and decided to protest in tandem the Selective Service and the military-
industrial complex. In November 1969, the Beaver 55 entered the Dow 
Chemical plant in Midland, Michigan, a company that produced napalm, 
and scrambled magnetic tapes containing biological and chemical research. 
A week earlier, the group had successfully destroyed the draft records of 44 
Indianapolis draft boards. The Beaver 55’s decision to couple draft- and 
consumer-oriented protest refl ects a recognition by the participants that the 
war was important to more than just those who served in the military. 
Noncombatants, among them women, were similarly responsible for the 
war’s destruction and equally able to protest toward its end.51

Targeting Dow Chemical made a lot of sense to many women. Women 
were particularly angry about the American military’s use of napalm in 
Vietnam and took the lead in public acts of protest against its manufacture 
and distribution. Many women recognized that the manufacture of napalm 
was intimately linked with their roles as consumers and homemakers. 
Donna Allen of WSP explained that the use of napalm galvanized women 
because of its horrifying impact, particularly on children. But WSP’s Cora 
Weiss laid part of the blame on women themselves, who, through their roles 
as consumers, funded the production of napalm. As Weiss told the antiwar 
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movement chronicler Tom Wells, “The guys who made napalm in Vietnam 
made something that you used in your kitchen everyday [Saran Wrap], so 
you could understand it. And what makes it stick to food is what makes it 
stick to babies.” With this knowledge, some women focused their public 
protest not on draft resistance but on napalm resistance. In May 1966, four 
women successfully kept trucks from distributing napalm for seven hours. 
They continued their protest in Alviso, California, where they were arrested 
for preventing napalm bombs from being moved from storage facilities to 
barges. Their actions prompted the town of Alviso to prohibit the company 
from storing napalm.52 As mothers, women were appalled by napalm’s 
effects on children. As consumers, they knew they could do something 
about it.

Community Caretakers

Women did not simply exist as consumers of manufactured goods but as 
taxpayers and consumers of government services. Having helped to create 
the modern social welfare state in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries, women understood how important government programs were 
to the health of local communities and quickly recognized that the Vietnam 
War was crippling the government’s ability to respond to people in need. 
This was a realization shared by Lyndon Johnson, who resented the way 
that the situation in Vietnam siphoned funding away from his domestic 
reform agenda. “I knew from the start,” Johnson remarked, “that I was 
bound to be crucifi ed either way I moved. If I left the woman I really 
loved—the Great Society—in order to get involved in that bitch of a war 
on the other side of the world, then I would lose everything at home.”53

Just as Johnson suspected, many American women understood that it was 
impossible to pay for both guns and butter. In “Women and the Draft,” 
activists from the antiwar organization the New Mobe called upon women 
to “stop paying for the war—the money is needed at home for free child 
care, medical care, decent welfare payments, better education, and hous-
ing.”54 Catherine Stenger, a housewife, lamented that “over 50% of the 
[federal] budget is spent on war-related activities when thousands at home 
and abroad are starving.”55

Women of color were acutely aware of the connection between insuffi -
cient social services, community suffering, and the war in Vietnam. 
Disproportionately represented among America’s poor and majority resi-
dents in America’s ghettoes, black women came to the conclusion that the 
government had the wrong budgetary priorities. Responding to a polling 
inquiry, Ms. Thomas, an African American secretary in Chicago, criticized 
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President Nixon for “spending billions of dollars of taxpayers’ money in 
Vietnam . . . when this money could be used to help persons at home who 
are not working and need aid.”56 Black women facing the challenges of 
poverty resented the idea that communism was a threat worth spending 
billions to combat. “Why should we worry about Communism over [in 
Vietnam],” a black mother asked, “when we have poverty over here?”57

Coretta Scott King, a vocal opponent of America’s activities in Vietnam, 
drew very specifi c connections between poverty and the war. “As long as we 
kill men, women and children in Vietnam, millions of poor people face 
unnecessary death and suffering in America,” King prophesied. “As long as 
we lay waste to the beautiful countryside and communities in Vietnam, we 
shall see destruction and chaos in the ugly ghettos of America.”58

Chicanas were equally alarmed at how budgetary priorities in Washington 
left their communities without suffi cient social services. Tanya Luna Mount, 
an activist who participated in the emerging Chicano/a movement in 
California, found it ridiculous that her community’s schools waged a con-
tinual battle for funding. “Do you know why they has no money for us?” 
Mount asked, “Because of a war in Vietnam 10,000 miles away, that is 
killing Mexican American boys—and for WHAT? We can’t read, but we 
can die! Why?”59

Beyond its impact on social programs, though, many women of color 
felt that the war was having a detrimental emotional impact on their com-
munities. Jacqueline Mack, a black woman running for offi ce in Missouri, 
testifi ed before the members of the Women’s Hearing on the War in 
Vietnam, that the war was destroying her people.

There are thousands of women, and women without husbands, and children 
without fathers . . . and yet millions of dollars are spent for warfare. . . . This 
war has pursued every describable tension and bitterness among the people 
of my community. And we also feel that many other outbreaks of violence 
in our country is the direct result of built-up tension and emotions brought 
on by the Vietnam War. . . . We cry out in desperation that right here in 
America there are numerous wars going on: war on poverty, war on crime, 
war on unrest, war on unequality—and many other types of wars that could 
be fought and won with a quarter of the millions of dollars that are being 
spent in Vietnam.60

Like Mack, a number of other women of color chose to protest the war 
by speaking out, an act that could still be risky in the racially charged 
atmosphere of the 1960s. In one of the most notorious protests of the war, 
the singer and actress Eartha Kitt highlighted the connection between 
crumbling communities and the war in Vietnam. At the Women Doers’ 
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Luncheon, hosted by Lady Bird Johnson in January 1968, Kitt used her 
invitation to speak out against the war. After listening to a program of 
speakers talk about how to ensure safe streets and battle crime in American 
cities, Kitt boldly informed the gathered women that they had absolutely 
no idea what they were talking about. While insuffi cient domestic spending 
contributed to urban problems, Kitt claimed that the draft was at the heart 
of juvenile delinquency. A black boy in America faced the prospect of being 
“snatched away from the mother and sent off to Vietnam,” regardless of 
good grades or good behavior, Kitt informed the women. As a result, black 
youth turned to crime. Crime, she argued, was a way to avoid going to 
Vietnam.61 Kitt reasoned that black youth rebelled against being drafted 
into a war that made no sense, and in the midst of this rebellion, black 
communities suffered.

Polls routinely showed black women to be the portion of the population 
most critical of the Vietnam War.62 While whites might also come to anti-
war protest out of frustration with the ways that the war limited social 
spending, black women’s community worries often went beyond fi scal con-
cerns. As one woman wrote in Ebony magazine, “We want—we demand—
that all of you [black soldiers] come home alive and ready to fi ght poverty, 
hate and racism here in America.”63 Rosalynne Hughes, speaking during 
the Women’s Hearing on the War in Vietnam, urged Americans to focus 
on “getting it together here . . . before getting it together some place else 
because it is defi nitely not together here.” For Hughes, “getting it together” 
meant creating a truly equal society at home.64 For many black women, 
caring for their communities meant eliminating racism and injustice. Many 
considered the Vietnam War to be a distraction from civil rights work and 
a symptom of persistent racism in the United States. Thus, for a lot of black 
women, antiwar work was race work, and race work was essential for com-
munity survival. “Women are going to have to move to stop this system 
from drafting their sons,” the National Black Anti-war Anti-Draft Union 
proclaimed; “We have an obligation to our people fi rst.”65

The race consciousness that infused the arguments black women made 
against the Vietnam War frequently fostered a sense of solidarity among 
black activists with the people of Vietnam, whose situation, they felt, was 
analogous to their own. Early in 1967, Diane Bevel, wife of the civil rights 
activist James Bevel, working against the wishes of the State Department, 
became the fi rst black woman to travel to North Vietnam and interview 
Ho Chi Minh. The beginning of Bevel’s report on her visit stressed the 
suffering of women and children, echoing the maternalist concerns held by 
women in organizations like AMP. Bevel recounted how she had witnessed 
the “charred remains of an unborn infant blown from the body of [a] 
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Vietnamese mother.” Indeed, Bevel admitted to fi rst becoming interested 
in going to Vietnam after seeing pictures of a grieving Vietnamese mother 
holding a wounded or dead child. “I saw myself in this mother’s place,” 
Bevel explained. Bevel’s maternalism, though, extended into a critique of 
what she characterized as the United States’ genocidal war, a war she 
believed had “racial implications for the Vietnamese people and for black 
youths from America.”66 Like Bevel, Eslanda Good Robeson, wife of the 
longtime activist Paul Robeson and an activist in her own right, character-
ized the Vietnam War as “a war against a colored people engaged in a long 
valiant struggle for freedom and self-determination.”67

Chicanas, too, cast the war as a racist imperialist war. In 1968, Betita 
Martinez helped found El Grito del Norte, a paper with a majority female 
staff that documented the Chicano/a movement. Martinez used the paper 
to educate her readership about Vietnam, often drawing explicit parallels 
between land confl icts in the United States and those occurring in third 
world nations like Vietnam.68 Refl ecting on her experience at an April 1971 
women’s conference on Indochina in the 5 June 1971 issue of El Grito del 
Norte, Dolores Varela remembered being struck by how the Indo-Chinese 
women she met had the same color skin as she did and how similar 
Vietnamese “concentration camps” were to American Indian reservations. 
The 29 August 1970 issue was even more explicit in linking the racial 
struggles of Chicano/as with those of the Vietnamese when it juxtaposed 
photographs of North Vietnamese children and “campesinos” (farmers 
or farmworkers) with similar images of children and workers in northern 
New Mexico.69

Mediated through their own experiences with racism and injustice, 
women of color often cast the war as one in which poor nonwhite com-
munities struggled for dignity and survival. It is no accident, then, that 
women of color spoke vehemently against the war in community forums 
and from a community perspective. While such a local, often neighbor-
hood, focus has tended to render women invisible to scholars of the antiwar 
movement, Kathleen Blee argues that we need to look beyond traditional 
spaces to hear women’s voices and witness their protest. Women’s activism, 
Blee notes, often “involves informal networks of friendship, kinship, or 
neighborhood rather than elections, positions, and hierarchies of organiza-
tions,” and is “situated outside formal organizations: in the social networks 
of friendship or shared experience, the spatial commonalities of everyday 
life in homes, stores, neighborhoods, and schools, or the ties of sexual 
identities and attachments.”70 This is not to say that women did not protest 
using more traditional political forms; they did. But marginalized in tradi-
tional political arenas because of their sex and their noncombatant status, 
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many women experienced the war and chose to engage it in terms that were 
familiar, closer to home, and vitally important to their lives.

Conclusion

On 17 June 1972, women from the St. Louis area gathered for what was 
billed as a Women’s Hearing on the War in Vietnam. Over 40 women testi-
fi ed about the war and its impact on their lives and communities before a 
panel of 12 women. The women came from all walks of life—they were 
lawyers, churchwomen, nurses, housewives, professors, city council women, 
and wage workers. In her summary report on the hearing, the moderator 
Ann Q. Niederlander, an attorney from St. Louis, noted that the over-
whelming sentiment of those in attendance was that the war was wrong. 
Niederlander’s report highlighted women’s concern with the economic 
dimensions of the war and its negative impact on the poor, on the health 
of the population in general, and on returning veterans, many of whom 
came home mentally ill and drug addicted.71

The Women’s Hearing points to a number of ways that antiwar women 
engaged and confronted the Vietnam War. Sexism within the larger antiwar 
movement often pushed women toward sex-segregated forms of protest in 
which they could control the agenda and voice their dissent as they saw 
fi t—the organizers of the Women’s Hearing had created space for women’s 
opinions. For some women, sex-segregated protests made sense as they were 
convinced that women’s perspectives were inherently different from those 
men offered. An assumption of sisterhood and gender difference echoed 
throughout the testimony of many who spoke at the Women’s Hearing. At 
the same time, although some of the women seemed to embrace a gender 
system that assumed difference, the format of the Women’s Hearing also 
exuded confi dence in women’s ability to employ traditionally male forms of 
discourse—participants put the war on trial and acted as witnesses and 
judges against a male-constructed and male-enacted policy in Vietnam. 
While some women engaged the war from a maternalist perspective, others 
confronted the war in terms that did not highlight their female identity, 
using race, class, human rights, or economic arguments as the foundations 
for their critiques.

But the fact remains that women had a hard time being heard, whether 
in sex-segregated or mixed-sex environments. Their voices were muffl ed in 
part because of their noncombatant status. As feminist Kathie Sarachild 
explained, women’s exclusion from the draft was not a blessing but “an 
emblem of . . . powerlessness compared to the men of their generation—as 
their ‘No’ to the war lacked the strength the men’s had of being able to say 
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‘We Won’t Go’—and highlighted their more powerless and auxiliary posi-
tion in the rest of society.”72 Like the frustration implicit in the name cho-
sen by the women of Women Too, the sex-segregated nature of the Women’s 
Hearing on the War in Vietnam on some level laid bare fundamental 
inequalities in society.

Although women’s changing roles in the military and the frontless nature 
of current warfare have rendered women’s status as noncombatants ambigu-
ous, vestiges remain of the tradition of privileging combatant voices politi-
cally. In the U.S. presidential election of 2004, candidates chose to focus at 
length on the integrity of the military service of President George W. Bush 
and his challenger, Senator John Kerry, revealing how important military 
service is to those who hope to make their mark politically. As the candidates 
sparred over who did what and who avoided what, noncombatant Americans—
that is, women—were pushed to the margins of the discussion.73

Nevertheless, what remains striking about the Women’s Hearing on the 
War in Vietnam is that the women themselves felt competent and driven 
to comment upon the war, despite the fact that their noncombatant status 
rendered them peripheral in both formal policy-making and the antiwar 
movement. Even during an era when they could be defi nitively labeled 
noncombatants, they refused to let their noncombatant status silence them 
on the issue of the war. While their voices might have had little impact on 
ending the war, the protest of women during the Vietnam War helped bring 
to light the totality of war, that is, the pervasiveness of its impact. Although 
the war itself did not meet traditional defi nitions of a “total war”—at least 
not in the United States—women repeatedly exposed how war impacted a 
range of Americans. Noncombatant voices helped to bring to public atten-
tion the many ways—some subtle, some devastating—that they and their 
communities felt the war. The war robbed them of their sons, husbands, 
and brothers; it killed and maimed children; it made people sick; it reduced 
access to needed social services; it harmed the environment; it distracted 
Americans from other political battles; it caused tension and strife within 
communities; and it perpetuated a racist and sexist social order.

There is historical and political value to be gained from heeding noncom-
batants’ perspectives on the broader consequences of war. Noncombatant 
voices have had a signifi cant impact on the way war is waged. In the last 
half century, criticism of military tactics, much of it voiced by women, has 
prompted a more concerted effort to minimize “collateral damage” and pro-
tect noncombatants living in combat zones. The next step, though, is for 
noncombatant voices outside the (potential) combat zone to have a real 
impact on discussions about if, why, and when war should occur. Certainly 
the impact of war on combatants is dramatic and direct. But a policy-making 
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process that focuses inordinately on “the troops,” to the extent of marginal-
izing or demonizing noncombatant voices, though, is unsound, irresponsible, 
and undemocratic. A war’s impact on those who do not, will not, or cannot 
fi ght is just as important as its impact on those closest to the combat. Taking 
into account the domestic impact of war, beyond the political implications 
for the party in power, would likely require a more careful, deliberate, and 
considered course of action. Such a process would acknowledge that war is 
a complex animal whose bite is felt not simply on the battlefi eld.
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CHAPTER 8

Mixed Messages: Gender, Peace, 
and the Mainstream Media in 

Australia, 1983–1984

Suellen Murray

In the early 1980s, the Australian women’s peace movement staged two 
major protests: in 1983, the Pine Gap Women’s Peace Camp, held in 
central Australia, highlighted the presence of the United States Pine 

Gap military base near Alice Springs, and in 1984, the Sound Women’s 
Peace Camp, held south of Perth, Western Australia, focused on visits by 
U.S. war ships and submarines to the Stirling Naval Base in Cockburn 
Sound. Both locations were remote from the major centers on the east coast 
of Australia: one in the central outback, the other on the west coast. While 
neither of these sites of the women’s peace camps lent themselves to wide 
public visibility, Pine Gap and Cockburn Sound were key locations for 
protesting the presence of war in a period of supposed peace. At this time, 
while Australia itself was not at war, through the porting of U.S. warships 
in Australian waters and the placement of U.S. military bases in places like 
Pine Gap, Australia played an important strategic role in maintaining the 
possibility of war and supporting U.S. Cold War policies. Signifi cantly, and 
at least partly, because Australia was not at war, the populations local to 
Pine Gap and Cockburn Sound were largely unsympathetic to the presence 
of women protesting about war.

As the historians Marilyn Lake and Joy Damousi have argued in their 
accounts of Australia at war and Australians’ resistance to war, women have 
been “confi rmed in their position of marginality,” unlike men, who 
“whether as combatants in overseas wars or as anti-war activists . . . were 
the pre-eminent subjects of history.”1 Indeed, Australia’s national history is 
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built around (male) participation in war, with Australia’s record in World 
War I heralded as “the birthplace of the nation.”2 Women’s involvement as 
noncombatants, on the other hand, has typically been understood in terms 
of passivity, powerlessness, and weakness. The Australian women’s peace 
camps of the 1980s (and, indeed, other expressions of women’s peace activ-
ism across the twentieth century) challenged these perceptions and added 
an important gendered dimension to Australian understandings of war. 

Given the importance of masculine involvement in war and warrior 
culture to Australia’s national identity, it is perhaps unsurprising that wom-
en’s peace activism has not been a strong area of Australian scholarship. 
Malcolm Saunders and Ralph Summy provide a historical overview of the 
Australian peace movement from the Boer War until the early 1980s and 
make mention of the women’s peace movement contributions over that 
time but with little attention paid to the latter period.3 Early twentieth-
century women peace activists received some attention in the literature, 
including that by Joy Damousi, who has written on socialist women’s oppo-
sition to war,4 and others, such as Marilyn Lake and Judith Smart, who 
have documented the work of feminist peace organizations during World 
War I.5 Consideration has also been given to Communist women’s involve-
ment in antimilitarism and to “banning the bomb” after World War II.6

The Vietnam War was to be the next rallying point for women’s peace 
activism, and Australian scholars, including Ann Curthoys, Barry Young, 
and Siobhan McHugh, have documented women’s involvement in opposing 
conscription as well as the war itself.7 Through their radicalization and 
subsequent involvement in women’s liberation, this confl ict, more than any 
other, has contributed to shifts in the understanding of gender in Australia.8

Verity Burgmann and Brendan Cairns have discussed the wider nuclear 
disarmament movement of the 1980s of which the women’s peace camps 
discussed here were a part.9 Others have discussed aspects of the women’s 
peace movement, including the nature of their activities and their goals,10

but how their efforts contributed to wider understandings of gender and 
war have yet to be fully addressed.

To make sense of the antiwar activism undertaken at the Australian 
women’s peace camps and to see how it has contributed to awareness of 
noncombatants’ experiences of war, I turn to media reports and other press 
commentary. There is an abundance of this material available, at least partly 
because media exposure was promoted by the peace activists themselves. At 
both Pine Gap and Cockburn Sound, while linked into their own com-
munication networks, the peace activists relied primarily on the mainstream 
media to take their antiwar and antiviolence messages to the widest possible 
audiences.11 In contrast, the means provided by electronic media that are 
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accessible to contemporary activists, which allow for much more personal 
intervention and provide a possibility to circumvent the mainstream media, 
were not available at the time. Clearly, many of the protest actions at Pine 
Gap and Cockburn Sound were undertaken as “media events” to attract the 
media’s interest and, in doing so, to draw attention to the serious issues that 
the women were addressing. 

The relationship between the women and the media seemed, at the time, 
largely characterized by, at best, ambivalence and, more often, antagonism, 
refl ecting to some extent particular views about women in Australian soci-
ety. This was not totally unexpected because the women activists at Pine 
Gap and Cockburn Sound were aware that their predecessors had experi-
enced similar ridicule, abuse, and attacks from those who did not agree with 
their points of view.12 However, in this chapter, I argue that while many of 
the portrayals marginalized the peace activists and trivialized their activities, 
there were also several reports that took the women seriously and pointed 
to the strength and subversive power that they were wielding through their 
protests. In effect, I suggest that the “mixed messages” presented about the 
peace activists were part of a wider shift in the ways in which women were 
being understood in Australian society in the 1980s. Hence, I reveal not 
only the nature of the women’s peace activism, their position as noncom-
batants, but also how media portrayals of them and their activities refl ected 
and informed wider Australian understandings of gender.

The Australian Women’s Peace Movement of the Mid-1980s

While the Australian women’s peace movement has a long history, during 
the mid-1980s, there was a heightened level of activity.13 At this time, a 
string of antiwar and antinuclear actions were undertaken worldwide, and 
the Australian women’s peace camps were part of this international move-
ment. Although Australia was “at peace,” the focus of antiwar attention at 
this time was the Cold War and the threat of nuclear war. As noted by the 
historian Ann Curthoys, “the [Australian] peace movement swelled enor-
mously in the 1980s as the very real possibility of nuclear war, and huge 
demonstrations, involving 80,000 people or more, were held in most major 
cities and towns.”14 Such demonstrations were attended by men as well as 
by women and refl ected a society-wide recognition of the dangers of nuclear 
war, both for Australians and for the world at large.

The women’s peace camps at Pine Gap and Cockburn Sound each lasted 
a fortnight and took place in November 1983 and December 1984, respec-
tively. In between there was another women’s peace camp at Salisbury 
Weapons Research Establishment near Adelaide, and a mixed (gender) 
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camp was held near Roxby Downs uranium mine in South Australia. In 
1985, North West Cape, the site of a U.S. military base in northern 
Western Australia, was the site of another mixed peace camp. Other major 
events were the annual Palm Sunday rallies held in all major Australian cit-
ies by People for Nuclear Disarmament.15 By the mid-1980s, these rallies 
were the largest protests in Australian history. In 1985, 350,000 people 
marched in support of peace across the country.16 Another regular activity 
of the Australian peace movement was the marking, by means of rallies and 
marches, of the anniversaries of the bombings of the Japanese cities 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki in 1945. 

In addition to these major events, there was a stream of smaller actions 
drawing attention to local peace and military issues. For example, in 
Western Australia, which at this time received the majority of U.S. warship 
visits to Australia, peace activists protested about their presence and the 
associated risks that they created to the local populations and also by involv-
ing Australia in the wider international confl ict between the United States 
and the Soviet Union. There were local protests that supported the larger 
actions as well, including, for example, camps set up in Canberra and 
Melbourne and other actions in Perth, Hobart, and other towns and cities 
around Australia in support of the Pine Gap and Cockburn Sound women’s 
peace camps.17

In several respects, therefore, the women’s peace camps at Pine Gap and 
Cockburn Sound were not extraordinary. They occurred within the context 
of a much larger and popular nationwide phenomenon that was campaign-
ing against the Cold War and the capacity of the United States and the 
Soviet Union to initiate a global nuclear war. Even though it was geographi-
cally removed from these nations, Australia was involved in the proliferation 
of the Cold War and nuclear threat in a number of ways. First, Australia 
was (and still is) a partner in the ANZUS (Australia New Zealand United 
States) defense treaty, which enabled the siting of U.S. military bases in 
Australia and the visits of U.S. warships and submarines to Australian 
ports.18 While never confi rmed by the United States, it was fi rmly believed 
by those in the peace movement that many of these vessels were nuclear 
powered and that some were nuclear armed. The peace movement activists 
were concerned that by allowing the visits, Australia actively supported U.S. 
militarism and indirectly caused itself to become a target for potential 
nuclear attack by the Soviet Union. Another fear was the potential for 
nuclear accidents putting the Australian population and environment at risk. 
Moreover, Australia mined and exported uranium, a necessary ingredient 
for nuclear weapons. In terms of how the peace protesters saw it, while this 
trade was lucrative, it also endangered the safety of the world. Nuclear war 
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obviously did not differentiate between combatants and noncombatants: it 
would affect everyone, not just those in battle.

It was all these concerns about Australia’s involvement in nuclear war 
that led women to join the women’s peace movement and to participate in 
its two key events of the 1980s—the women’s peace camps at Pine Gap and 
Cockburn Sound. However, many women who joined the Australian 
women’s peace movement in the 1980s were not involved in the wider 
antinuclear peace movement but came because of their links to the 
Australian women’s movement or other social and environmental protest 
actions, such as those opposing the logging of native forests. Others joined 
from their involvement in left-wing politics. Many were inspired by wom-
en’s peace camps elsewhere, in particular, at Greenham Common in 
England, which commenced in 1981 in protest at the installation of cruise 
nuclear missiles there and continued until 2000.19 Therefore, while we can 
situate the Pine Gap and Cockburn Sound peace camps within the wider 
Australian antiwar campaign of the time, it is important to see these women’s 
camps as unique as well.

While not mutually exclusive or uncontested, Australian women’s moti-
vations for setting up and participating in the peace camps can be located 
within two frameworks of understandings. First, an interest in peace was 
maternalist in origin and related to a belief that women were nurturing and 
protective. Second, an interest in peace and the nuclear disarmament move-
ment was framed within particular forms of feminism and, in particular, 
radical feminism and ecofeminism, in which war was understood as a form 
of patriarchal oppression.20 As Curthoys states, “feminists often portrayed 
militarism and ecological waste and destruction as the product of male 
power, as well as masculine values and priorities.”21 A signifi cant difference, 
then, between the general peace movement and the women’s peace move-
ment was the latter’s emphasis on wider issues of violence and, especially, 
violence against women. Thus, the women’s peace movement was not just 
concerned with war and warfare but also with what was understood as “war 
against women,” including domestic violence, sexual assault, and the impact 
of economic and social disadvantage. 

The diversity in motivations for joining and organizing the peace camps 
at Pine Gap and Cockburn Sound is clearly refl ected in the number of 
groups that participated. The peace camp at Pine Gap, for example, was 
jointly organized by the Women’s Action Against Global Violence based in 
Sydney and the local Alice Springs’ women’s peace group, alongside input 
from the other state-based groups.22 In Western Australia, Women’s Action 
for Nuclear Disarmament (WAND), based in Perth, organized the Cockburn 
Sound camp, with support from women’s groups in other states, particularly 
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in terms of the logistics of transporting women from all over the country 
to the west coast, which is more than 3,000 kilometers away from Australia’s 
main cities on the east coast. Over the course of the mid-1980s, these vari-
ous women’s peace groups changed their name to Women for Survival, in 
line with the national trend for a uniform name for Australian women’s 
peace and antiviolence groups and also refl ecting interests wider than 
nuclear disarmament.

While on the surface it may seem counterproductive to organize protests 
aimed at gaining maximum media exposure in remote locations, the women 
at Pine Gap and Cockburn Sound had specifi c reasons for situating the 
camps where they did. In both cases, the presence of nearby military instal-
lations and naval bases enabled the camps to easily highlight and focus their 
protest activities on Australia’s engagement in the Cold War. As a result, the 
“secretive” Pine Gap satellite telecommunications military base (“probably 
the most important outside the US” and “run by the CIA”)23 was an ideal 
choice as was Stirling Naval Base in Cockburn Sound and Perth’s port city 
of Fremantle, which witnessed the porting of nuclear-powered and nuclear-
armed U.S. warships. The proximity of these military targets enabled the 
peace activists to take their protests directly to the source of their concerns. 
However, the women aimed to do more than just let Australians know of 
the existence of Pine Gap and the warship visits. Women for Survival were 
also opposed to the existence of all foreign military bases in Australia and 
sought to end foreign intervention in Australian affairs. By the time of the 
Cockburn Sound peace camp, this goal was explicitly stated as “an end to 
the US-Australian military alliance (the ANZUS treaty).”24 The women were 
concerned about violations of the United Nations declared Indian Ocean 
Zone of Peace and aimed to draw attention to the militarization of the 
Indian and Pacifi c Oceans. At Pine Gap there was stated support for the 
struggle in Europe against the siting of cruise and Pershing missiles, in soli-
darity with the women at Greenham Common particularly. During the 
course of the Pine Gap camp, these missiles were installed at Greenham 
Common. Women for Survival also opposed Australia’s involvement in 
any stage of the nuclear cycle, including uranium mining, nuclear power 
generation, or nuclear weapons manufacture.

However, the goals of the camps were not only concerned with antiwar 
and antinuclear themes. The women at the peace camps came from a wider 
antiviolence political background, and their aims also included the support 
of Aboriginal land rights and the redirection of defense spending into areas 
of social need and the protection of the environment. They also supported 
“women and children of all races and cultures in their struggle against vio-
lence and oppression,” and, at Cockburn Sound specifi cally, there were 
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concerns about the impact on the local communities of the 8,000 sailors that 
arrived during U.S. ship visits. Hence, Women for Survival protested against 
“the exploitation of women resulting from the use of Cockburn Sound and 
Fremantle as rest and recreation ports for US military personnel.”25 The pres-
ence of military personnel was another way in which war impacted on a 
peacetime society, but whereas during World War II when there had been 
largely romantic ideas about Australian women and visiting U.S. sailors, 
during the 1980s the dangers of fraternization were emphasized by the 
women’s peace camps. In contrast, local residents were keen to get to know 
the visiting sailors and resisted challenges by the women activists.26

Working with the Media

The Australian women’s peace camps did not exist in isolation. They were 
supported by the women’s peace organizations in the different states and 
territories and by their much wider networks of supporters.27 As noted 
already, it was from this base that other local actions were launched both 
at the time of the camps and in the intervening and following years. 
Importantly, however, it was through the state-based women’s peace groups 
that the goals of the movement were promoted and its activities advertised. 
They published newsletters and sent them out widely, specifi cally targeting 
both individuals and other women’s organizations. Information about their 
aims and activities was also provided to like-minded publications as well as 
to the mainstream press.28 Evidence of the effectiveness of these activities is 
found among the many letters and telegrams of support received at the 
peace camps.29 There were also supportive letters to the editor published in 
the Australian press, although, many more were unsympathetic.

Other creative ways in which their ideas and interests were circulated 
were through postcards, T-shirts, fl iers, banners, brochures, and posters.30

After Pine Gap, a booklet of photographs was produced, a photographic 
exhibition was organized, and a fi lm was made at the Cockburn Sound 
peace camp to raise awareness of the protest activities. Public meetings were 
held in the lead-up to the camps.31 Support also came from prominent 
politicians, who were willing to speak in support of the women’s peace 
movement, including in Parliament. For example, Kay Hallahan, Labor 
member of the Western Australian Legislative Council, provided assistance 
to WAND in the lead-up to the Cockburn Sound peace camp when P. H. 
Wells, a Liberal member, claimed that WAND was discriminatory in their 
activities by not providing information to male members of the parliament. 
In her speech to the parliament, Hallahan minimized these concerns and 
noted that WAND was 
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a group of women with a real concern about nuclear disarmament . . . putting 
out very good information and particularly drawing young women together 
in order to explore how we can move towards nuclear disarmament.32

Clearly, then, the women peace activists were reaching out to networks 
beyond their traditional supporters, and they were attempting to inform the 
wider Australian community about their concerns about war and violence.

While their own networks and other allies attempted to take their mes-
sage to a wider audience, the women’s peace activists were also aware of the 
need to engage with the mainstream media.33 At both peace camps (and 
within the state-based women’s peace organizations) media collectives were 
established to promote and manage relationships with the media.34 As 
described in the information kit provided to all participants at the Cockburn 
Sound camp, the media collective was “a buffer between the media and the 
camp” and  (female) media representatives were to be allowed in to the 
camp only on certain days and only under escort. The media collective was 
responsible for maintaining communication with members of the media, 
including writing press releases, providing other information about the aims 
and activities of the camps, and nurturing relationships with sympathetic 
journalists. Consistent with the philosophy of collectives and in opposition 
to what was considered to be masculinist and hierarchically oriented politi-
cal processes, consensus decision making was used and tasks were shared. 
Hence, the media collective was to be “responsive to the needs and feelings 
of the whole camp,” and spokeswomen were to change daily. Individuals 
could speak for themselves, but they were expected to make it clear that 
they were not speaking for the peace camp as a whole.35 These processes 
were not without their diffi culties, partly because of the large numbers of 
women involved (there were up to 1,000 women at each of the camps, 
although the media collectives were much smaller groups of around a dozen 
women), the time it took to discuss and come to decisions, and the varied 
knowledge and skills held by the activists, all issues not uncommon to other 
collectives.36

The most controversial aspect of the relationship between the media and 
the peace activists was the latter’s decision to allow only female journalists 
into the campsites. This policy was in line with the “women-only nature of 
the camp” and as “a form of affi rmative action for women in the media.”37

The policy, however, did not mean that the activists would not engage with 
male journalists at all, rather that they did not want them to come into the 
campsite space. As I will discuss shortly, there was little sympathy from the 
press for the idea that women should gather in public spaces and, at the 
same time, live privately within these spaces without what they considered 
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to be the constraints of men’s presence. Some in the media took the request 
that men not enter the private living space of the campsites as an affront 
to their freedom of movement and as an insult to their masculinity. Bruce 
Stannard, who reported on the Pine Gap camp, complained that “while 
female journalists were literally welcomed with open arms, the women [peace 
activists] demanded that the 20-odd men covering the event for television, 
radio and newspapers throughout Australia carried special accreditation 
documents.”38 Norm Taylor, president of the Western Australian branch of 
the Australian Journalists’ Association, in response to WAND’s request that 
media outlets send female crews and for male journalists not to enter the 
Cockburn Sound campsite, stated that they “couldn’t support a situation 
where any group is discriminating against a section of our membership sim-
ply because they happen to be male.”39 That these men should think of 
themselves as being “discriminated” against suggests a lack of insight into 
the nature of discrimination and the ways that female journalists, at this 
time, were very likely to have experienced exclusionary practices as part of 
their day-to-day employment (Equal Opportunity legislation was only just 
being introduced in most Australian jurisdictions during the mid-1980s). 
Nonetheless, some female journalists also expressed concerns about denying 
access to male journalists.40 While the peace activists had not expected an 
overly positive relationship with the media, among some press representatives 
the women-only media policy provided the ammunition for them to express 
outright hostility toward the peace camps, a development that did not assist 
in getting the activists’ message across to the wider public.41

The women-only nature of the camp did not simply raise the interest 
(and ire) of journalists. Because it was women-only, it was assumed by some 
that many of the camp’s participants, if not all, were lesbians, and that 
somehow lesbians were innately aggressive, fearful, and loathsome. As 
reported in the Sound Telegraph, a community newspaper local to the 
Cockburn Sound peace camp, and refl ected in other papers local to both 
the Cockburn Sound and Pine Gap peace camps:

With a great deal of trepidation this cowardly reporter donned her best 
gardening gear for an inside look at the Sound Peace Camp . . . So, with 
quaking heart, and visions of the lesbian element keeping guard, I pushed 
my way through the bushes for “come what may” . . . On one side is the 
strong lesbian element, butch hairstyles and boilersuits and on the other 
those who genuinely wanted a peaceful protest.42

Instead of emphasizing the toughness of the women (characterized by 
butch lesbianism), an alternative view of the women-only nature of the 
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peace camps focused on their helplessness. This approach provided ample 
opportunity for cartoonists to ridicule the camp participants with images 
playing on the women’s implied powerlessness and weakness. In one cartoon 
published at the time of the Cockburn Sound camp, two women peace 
activists are depicted running away from a mouse while a burly man looks 
on. As they run, one woman asks the other: “Do you think it would com-
promise our position if we asked him to defend us?”43 This stereotyped 
form of femininity, requiring the aid of men to defend women’s safety and 
well-being, was obviously being challenged by the mere existence of a 
women’s peace camp. Here were groups of women protecting themselves 
(with the “lesbian guard”!) and also attempting to promote the protection 
of others not through means of war and violence but through peace. The 
camps further challenged ideas about women’s location in society by pur-
posefully situating themselves in public space in contrast to the typically 
feminine (and private) domain of the home. These women, instead of being 
“on the home front,” were occupying the “battle” ground, a space tradition-
ally inhabited by men as warriors. As we shall see, space was to be a further 
issue because it was not just that the women inhabited public space, but 
they also forcibly invaded restricted military space. 

A further way that the women challenged stereotypical ideas of feminin-
ity concerned their appearance. While the reporter quoted above was not 
alone in referring to the hairstyles and clothes of some of the women 
(“butch hairstyles and boilersuits”), others also made references to their lack 
of cleanliness and the unhygienic conditions under which they were living, 
conditions deemed to be most unladylike. For example, the Cockburn 
Sound camp was described as “a grubby little event,” and it was suggested 
that its participants should at least look “as if they bathed once in a 
while.”44 Despite the diffi cult living conditions, the media expected that the 
women, principally because they were women, should maintain acceptable 
levels of feminine hygiene and cleanliness. 

By challenging stereotypes about the ways that women should live their 
lives, the peace activists created what Barbara Brook has called “enormous 
crises of interpretation,” and these were further evident in other portrayals 
of the women.45 The media gave considerable attention to the perceived 
reasons for women’s involvement in peace activism, often in polemical 
terms. While less stereotypically feminine women were highlighted from 
very early on, there was also a focus on women who were deemed to be 
promoting more maternalist goals. Some journalists glorifi ed individual 
women activists by making reference to their maternal status, including a 
woman who was identifi ed as a “grandmother” and another who was 
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described as breastfeeding at the time of her interview. In stark contrast, the 
media also made much of women, particularly “aggressive young women,” 
who were more “like screaming savages” and had, at least in the eyes of 
the reporters involved, lost all their “natural” female, let alone maternal, 
sensitivities.46 Such references purposely demeaned the women but were not 
unique to Australian representations of women’s peace movements. Similar 
patterns of representation are found in the coverage of Greenham Common 
by the British and international press and highlight the ways in which war, 
even during peacetime, reifi es some forms of gendered representations and 
attitudes toward women.47 While the disparaging comments may refl ect 
media (and wider public) distaste for the women’s peace movement and 
their activities, they are also an indication of more deeply rooted views 
about women and their role in Australian society and, in particular, about 
those feminist women who were challenging traditional views of femininity 
and their relationship to war. It was precisely such traditional views—that 
women could, or rather should, only be maternal and protective in their 
roles as peace-seekers—that the peace activists sought to challenge and 
overturn.

However, even when journalists depicted the women activists as “mater-
nalist” peace activists (“those who genuinely wanted a peaceful protest”), 
they typically did not take them seriously. The press seemed surprised to 
discover that they were not just going to sit around discussing the nuclear 
risks to their children and grandchildren for the duration of the camps. 
They (like the “screaming savages” and the “aggressive young women”) were 
also there to take action, and those actions included making forceful state-
ments about the risk of nuclear war and the wider social environment in 
which it took place. Moreover, these statements were accompanied by 
activities that were considered “unfeminine” and, at times, illegal or, worse 
still, contradictory: how could these women profess to be peace activists 
when they used “violence” to seek peace? Not surprisingly, what was con-
sidered “violent” was another source of tension between the peace activists 
and the press, and indeed, among the wider public.48

In terms of how the Australian media presented them, the greatest con-
demnations were reserved for the activities of the women that violated the 
military bases, and particularly their fences, near the peace camps. Margaret 
Laware, in her analysis of protest actions at Greenham Common, notes the 
use of strategies of subversion to destabilize the fence surrounding the mili-
tary base there and, in doing so, to “undermine its symbolic signifi cance as 
a marker of military space.”49 The most obvious subversive use of the barrier 
was to remove it by cutting it and going through it or by climbing over it, 
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in acts that Laware has named “reclamations.” She argues that these strate-
gies appropriated the fence and impacted on the authority and power of 
the military base.50 Through “violating” such fences, the women activists, 
both at Greenham Common and at the Australian peace camps, highlighted 
the existence of the military bases (and the functions of the enclosed mili-
tary space) and, perhaps more importantly, disrupted (if not corrupted) the 
signifi cance of these places and spaces. The peace activists decorated the 
fences with ribbons, banners and placards and graffi tied the adjoining road 
with peace and antiviolence slogans, appropriating them for their antiwar 
purposes. They made explicit reference to their reasons for doing so: “We 
women at Cockburn focus on the gate as symbolic of militaristic barriers. 
We accept our responsibility to act against the injustice, the immorality, the 
affront to humanity represented by these barriers.”51 Moreover, the presence 
of hundreds of women conducting their daily lives as well as protesting by 
singing, engaging in street theater, and dancing within close proximity 
offered a visual tribute to the “reclamation.”

The press, however, did not see such actions as “reclamations.” Instead, 
typically, they saw them as acts of violence, which resulted in them ques-
tioning the legitimacy of the women’s protest. Over the course of the peace 
camps, sympathy in the media for the women’s positions declined. 
Alternatively, having identifi ed that some of the women were peace-loving 
mothers and grandmothers, who would not compromise their pacifi st prin-
ciples by participating in “violent” protests, when “violent” protests did 
occur, some journalists (erroneously) concluded that that there must be divi-
sions in the camps. This led to newspaper reports suggesting that women 
were leaving the camps in large numbers because they were dissatisfi ed with 
the choices made by their activist colleagues.52

The media further questioned the peace activists’ motivations and 
undermined their validity by alluding to the possibility that the women 
were Soviet stooges. For example, Michael Barnard in the Northern Territory 
News stated that Women for Survival had “labyrinthine links” with “hard-
Left groups and individuals” including “a number of communist-led 
unions” and “outright Soviet-policy apologists such as the Australian Peace 
Committee.”53 In the Centralian Advocate, Bernie Kilgariff, Northern 
Territory Senator, in discussing the Pine Gap camp, was reported as sug-
gesting that the funding for the “so-called peace movement” was linked to 
Soviet sources.54 While most reporting did not overtly make such links, 
letters to the editor made these claims, especially in the newspapers local to 
the two peace camps in the Northern Territory and Western Australia. For 
example, a “grandmother of fi ve and great grandmother of one,” a resident 
of Safety Bay, a suburb adjacent to the site of the Cockburn Sound camp, 
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wrote to the Daily News that “she was born in England in the Great War, 
married and had my children in the World War, and I’d rather die in the 
next war than live under communist rule.”55 Another letter-writer, “a peace-
ful mother of three,” a resident of a northern suburb of Perth, asked: “Does 
the women’s movement have a date yet for their camp in Moscow?”56 In 
effect, the implications were that the women were untrustworthy or, at the 
very least, naive.57 Worse still, they could be agents of the “enemy” in the 
Cold War, refl ecting wider attitudes that the women were mindless and 
could be duped by others. In making these links between the peace activists 
and the USSR, the women were treated as enemies that could be complicit 
in initiating a war led by the USSR, and thus, the peace activists were 
placed in the position of being at war against their fellow Australians. This 
obviously turned the real reason behind the peace camps on its head and 
justifi ed all manner of condemnation.

At both Cockburn Sound and Pine Gap, the local papers were the most 
virulent in their criticism of the peace activists, which was strongly 
refl ected in the letters to the editor written by members of the local com-
munity. This is perhaps not surprising given that the local economies relied 
heavily on the continuation of those very things about which the peace 
activists were protesting. The Pine Gap base provided employment to Alice 
Springs’ residents and contributed to its economy through the supplying 
of the base and its staff. The U.S. Navy was calculated to contribute 
in the order of $14 million per annum to the Western Australian economy 
at the time.58 Moreover, both camps were held in small, isolated communi-
ties that were unfamiliar with peace activism or the activities of the 
women’s movement, and this, too, could have added to local distaste for 
the camps. 

Of course, while all such negative press was disappointing from the point 
of view of the women at the peace camps, the “chief paradox” of their situ-
ation was, as noted by Julie Emberley and Donna Landrey in relation to 
Greenham Common, that “the media are crucial to the camp’s effectiveness 
in consciousness raising on a mass scale yet remain its worst enemies.”59

Without press coverage, the peace activists’ messages could not circulate and 
the camps would have been a failure. To this end, the peace camps staged 
numerous events to take advantage of the media attention they were receiv-
ing. While there may have been a generalized view among the peace activists 
that “the media are far from neutral bystanders . . . they may not work 
directly for the ruling class [but] they certainly do not work for social move-
ments,”60 it did not prevent them attempting to work with the media to 
get their messages across. Indeed, there may have been much greater success 
in doing this than realized at the time.
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Taking Action: “Closing the Gap” and 
“Breaking the Sound Barrier” 

Participants writing shortly after the two camps were over remembered the 
media coverage as having been “hostile.”61 I was a participant at both of 
the women’s peace camps, and, had I been asked at the time, I would also 
have thought similarly, although I knew of at least one journalist who was 
a close friend (and ally) of other peace campers, who worked hard to get 
our points of view across in the daily tabloid for which she worked. In 
reviewing the press coverage from the vantage point of more than two 
decades later, however, I see much greater diversity and complexity in the 
responses of the media to the activities of the peace activists, refl ecting pos-
sible shifts in understandings of women and their relationship to war. These 
media representations, while still depicting traditional understandings of 
gender, also offered key markers of change.

The fi rst major action organized at the Pine Gap campsite occurred on 
13 November 1983, the third day of the camp, and resulted in the arrest 
of 111 women. Most of the women gave their name as “Karen Silkwood” 
to the police, in memory of the American antinuclear campaigner who had 
worked at a U.S. nuclear power station and who died in suspicious circum-
stances in 1974. In addition to the explanatory comments regarding the 
name Karen Silkwood, some newspapers also reported on the issues raised 
by the women over the course of their action. For example, it was reported 
that one of the Karen Silkwoods, from within the perimeter fence of 
Pine Gap, stated that the base was “a daily example of Australia’s recoloniza-
tion by a foreign power.”62 By speaking from the restricted space of the 
military base—a space to which most Australians were denied access—she 
highlighted the impact of war on peacetime Australia.

The novelty of the names of the arrested protestors attracted much 
media attention and overrode some concerns that the women had trespassed 
and vandalized U.S. military property.63 It was also noted that the police 
has shown considerable reluctance to arrest the women, and they reportedly 
stated that “it was all pretty genteel . . . there was no violence, no hassles, 
no worries.”64 The Alice Springs tabloid Centralian Advocate called it a 
“gentle ambush.”65 However, the next major action two days later, named 
“Closing the Gap,” witnessed harsher treatment of the arrestees by the 
Northern Territory police, and this also captured the media’s attention.66

An entry from my journal written at the time describes what happened: 

We gathered at the gates singing “Take the toys from the boys”. Professor 
Wipemout arrived with the nuclear missile on the Mini-moke with a 
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camoufl age-clad guard. Speeches, singing, clapping, jeering and the missile 
was brought up. Lauri spoke about cruise missiles being deployed at 
Greenham today. The missile was disarmed: balloons released, nose dented, 
then carried forward, all the time we were singing “Take it back, it’s a load 
of crap, turn it into scrap, take it back”. Women attempting to climb over 
the fences with the missile to take it back to those in command at Pine Gap 
but they were pushed back, thrown back, over the fence, arms and legs fl ail-
ing, by the line of police lining the gate. Some women climbed through the 
fence and ran forward up the road with the crumpled missile to be arrested 
by the waiting group of police.

At the same time, women pushing on the gate, fi ve deep. Police lining 
the gate pushing back arms outstretched . . . The right gate came off its 
hinges, a moment’s hesitation and then turning to the left hand gate, and 
twisting and pushing it off its hinges. Several women had run forward to be 
blocked by the line of police who then formed a human fence. Women took 
the gate away, quickly painted a banner, “Preventative medicine: doctors for 
peace”, and a woman was ceremoniously brought back on the gate being used 
as a stretcher . . . Women slowly began to form a line facing the line of 
police, our arms linked singing “We are gentle, angry women and we are 
singing for our lives” . . . The gate that had been removed was soon replaced 
by the police to be quickly daubed with graffi ti stating “Congratulations boys 
on a hasty erection”.67

The press reporting on “Closing the Gap” focused on the confrontation 
between police and protesters, the removal of the gate, and the speed with 
which the protestors were arrested. Importantly, the women’s statement 
concerning the deployment of cruise missiles was successfully (although less 
prominently) noted in the press. For example, Sydney’s daily tabloid the
Daily Telegraph reported on its front page that 

two hundred women broke into the top secret Pine Gap military base yes-
terday after ripping a metal gate off its hinges and smashing through a wall 
of police. The violence erupted after the women staged an early morning 
anti-nuclear demonstration to coincide with the installation of cruise missiles 
at Greenham Common in England.68

Sydney’s daily broadsheet the Sydney Morning Herald also covered the 
protest with a front-page photograph, captioned “We are strong—we say 
No to the Bomb . . . About 100 women pulled the gates down in protest 
against the deployment of missiles in Europe.”69 The determination of the 
women is refl ected in other photographs in newspapers across the country 
that day, and while they could be read simply as acts of violence by a group 
of aggressive women, they also suggest something about the activists’ physical 
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strength and moral commitment to their cause. In doing so, the press, per-
haps inadvertently, helped to challenge traditional female stereotypes of 
weakness and mindlessness.70

In addition to reports on the Australian protests, Australian newspapers 
also covered protests in the UK about the deployment of the cruise missiles.71

Here again, the coverage focused as much on the “violent” actions taken by 
British female activists as it acknowledged the point that was being made 
about the deployment of cruise missiles. In both cases, it refl ects a willingness 
on behalf of the newspapers to take the women and their messages seriously. 
Wider support from the Australian public was also refl ected in letters to the 
editor. For example, Sylvia Monk from Queensland wrote that 

we should all be saying “no” to the lies that we can save ourselves by prepar-
ing to kill others and ourselves, whether these lies are told in Paris, Moscow, 
Washington, Pretoria or Alice Springs, and we should not be leaving a protest 
for peace to these women at Pine Gap.72

A concern with media reporting of the issues about which the peace 
activists were protesting was highlighted in a cartoon in Melbourne’s daily 
broadsheet the Age, later that week.73 In this cartoon, a stereotypical lesbian 
feminist (with spiky hair and overalls) at Pine Gap is yelling at a barrage 
of microphones and camera lenses, “Why don’t the media report the real 
issue?” She then goes on to outline the mass of concerns including “the way 
that the male-dominated nuclear multinational chauvinist complex use 
militarist police brutality and media oligarchies to competitively rape sexual 
liberties and Aboriginal identity.” At one and the same time, the cartoon 
satirizes the peace activists and summarizes their frustrations with the press. 
Even though the cartoon used a stereotyped image to categorize the women 
activists (“butch hairstyles and boilersuits”), it also successfully conveys 
something of their antiwar and antiviolence messages as well as of their 
strength and determination. 

In much the same way as Australian newspapers presented the “Closing 
the Gap” campaign at Pine Gap camp in ambivalent terms, they would also 
send mixed messages about Cockburn Sound’s major protest actions. On 
the third day of the Cockburn Sound camp on 6 December 1984, several 
hundred singing, chanting, and dancing women marched to the gates of 
the Stirling Naval Base. Once there, the women presented speeches and 
then successfully sought a meeting with the naval commander. At this meet-
ing, they requested to meet with the minister for defense, and the naval 
commander agreed to pass on their request and concerns about Australia’s 
peacetime participation in the support of war. The women then formed a 
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vigil at the gate to await the arrival of the minister. Earlier that day, street 
theater performed by the women satirized the U.S. Navy. The reporting of 
this fi rst major action, while titled “Vandals spoil protest gains” in the West 
Australian and including some discussion of the graffi ti that was painted on 
the road to the gates of naval base, also noted that “the Point Peron peace 
camp demonstrators achieved a major victory.” In particular, it listed in full 
the demands presented to the government by the activists.74 This action 
received coverage in other Australian press, and many of their demands were 
noted.75

It would seem, then, that the women were being taken seriously, and 
their antiwar and antiviolence messages were being heard (if not under-
stood). However, the next major action, “Breaking the Sound barrier,” 
occurred three days later but did not receive the relatively positive media 
attention that this fi rst action had received. An entry from my journal at 
the time of the Cockburn Sound peace camp describes this event:

The procession left through the camp with singing, music, banners, face 
paint, streamers, infl atable rubber ducks, liloes and surf boards to the gates 
of the naval base . . . We sang, Biff spoke about male violence, boys’ toys 
and militarism. There was street theatre to similar effect, a black ball as a 
bomb, a painted blue and green ball as the world and a maze game with 
questions as cues. At the same time, some women set off to swim to the 
sentry box past the surprised line of police. The “Bounty” [a boat owned and 
crewed by peace campers] cruised up and down and around the causeway 
giving the water police a merry chase and generally keeping an eye on the 
women in the water. At the [two-meter-high] gate, women were clambering 
over with the assistance of milk crates and other women’s outstretched sup-
porting arms, at the same time as being pushed back by police. Women were 
being held bodily in the air at the height of the gate as they tried to make 
their way over . . . After getting over the gate, they ran up the road and were 
chased, arm-locked and arrested by the police.

That night we slept on the lawn outside Fremantle police station maintain-
ing a vigil while women were held inside. In the morning we found the women 
around the back and we spoke with them through the walls and windows, 
waiting for them to go to court. We had changed the West Australian’s headline 
sheets of “75 arrests in women’s assault on island” to “75 arrests in women’s 
celebrations” and “75 arrests in women-won island.”76

The “Breaking the Sound barrier” action was widely reported in the 
Western Australian press and focused on the “frenzied battle” and the “dem-
onstrators’ assault” that “resembled a game of human volleyball.”77 While 
later reporting focused on the “violence” of these events and community 
disquiet about the protestors’ actions, in the earliest reporting there was 
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some acknowledgement of the reasons for the actions.78 However, little 
attention was paid to the specifi c issue of U.S. ship visits and their associ-
ated nuclear risks or of the impact of sailors on local communities. Instead, 
the action was criticized as violent in contradiction to the nonviolent inten-
tions of the camp and against the wishes of many of the camp’s members.79

The staging effects were also disparaged: “[the action] smacked of a 
Hollywood production. Every move was well orchestrated.”80 The local 
press noted that the actions themselves were not the only opportunity that 
the women had to make statements about their antiwar feelings, but such 
expression of these views was treated disdainfully. For example, in a “rowdy” 
session in Fremantle Magistrates’ Court, “many of the women tried to read 
anti-nuclear statements to the court but were silenced by the magistrate . . . 
In the afternoon there was a brief scuffl e between two policemen and a 
woman who was reading a statement.”81

While the women were depicted in these reports as wild and unruly, 
their behavior can also be read as actions of those who were highly com-
mitted and willing to speak out about what they considered to be unjust 
and wrong. Some publicly acknowledged the peace activists’ commitment 
and sincerity, as indicated in a letter to the editor of the West Australian,
written by W. Hartley of Perth: 

That these women have made the long trek from their homes and accepted 
the discomforts of their present situation leaves little doubt in the minds of 
reasonable people that their motives are sincere and commendable and call 
for the admiration of those unblended by prejudice.82

Others also challenged the negative perceptions presented in some of the 
press and seemed to understand something of what the women were trying 
to achieve. For example, Ailsa Ruse of Perth commented in a letter to the 
editor:

As a conventional old lady, I cannot fail to admit that the appearance 
and behaviour of the demonstrators near the Stirling naval base “get up my 
nose” . . . However, as a woman, mother and grandmother, I quietly applaud 
them. They are worthy successors to suffragettes, without whose antics 
women would never have had a vote.83

In line with these more sympathetic views about the peace camp, at least 
one interstate newspaper successfully presented the peace activists’ antiwar 
and antiviolence messages and, in doing so, portrayed the women them-
selves as thoughtful and determined. The Age described the peace camp as 
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“non-violent throughout the confrontation” and quoted a camp spokes-
woman as saying that the “the fence symbolises the division created between 
people by nuclear militarism which claims to protect us while in fact expos-
ing us to violence.” Furthermore, a reason for the action was “to link with 
women all over the world who want to reclaim the earth’s resources to 
affi rm life rather than destroy it.”84 These varying perceptions, both in 
terms of whether the action was viewed as violent or not in terms of the 
inclusion or exclusion of commentary about the intended meaning of 
the actions, are characteristic of the “mixed messages” about gender, war, 
and peace that were offered in the press coverage of both the women’s 
peace camps.

Mixed Messages

The media coverage of the peace camps at Cockburn Sound and Pine Gap 
provides an opportunity to consider the ways in which gender was under-
stood in relationship to war and peace during the mid-1980s in Australia, 
particularly in relation to noncombatants and their resistance to war and 
violence. The peace camps did attract media interest, and media responses 
to the women’s peace activism varied considerably: some were, as expected 
by the women, hostile, and this hostility emerged in two ways. Hostility 
could arise, fi rst, because the women were deemed unfeminine and that 
they were challenging gender expectations, for example, by excluding men, 
by being “dirty,” or by questioning their (hetero)sexuality, or, second, 
because their antiwar messages were clouded by “violent” protest action. In 
retrospect, perhaps, we should not be surprised that, at times, the press 
focused on the women’s actions (and their appearance) rather than on their 
messages. The protest activities were playful—sometimes zany—and often 
intentionally humorous. Is it a wonder that the journalists (and their edi-
tors) sometimes got lost in the theater, viewing it as “violent” and “unfemi-
nine” rather than as a way of reclaiming the space, as Margaret Laware 
would suggest, and, consequently, missed the message? Is it surprising that 
the mainstream press was skeptical about the activities of a thousand 
women protesting about both nuclear and patriarchal threats? 

Indeed, what is now surprising is the attention that was given to what 
they were trying to achieve—the dissemination of messages about the 
threats of both nuclear war and the impact of aggressive forms of masculin-
ity, especially in the interstate papers, that suggests a willingness to look 
beyond the stagecraft and the somewhat threatening messages. So, my 
analysis suggests a more complex story than uniformly antagonistic 
responses to the protests at Pine Gap and Cockburn Sound. While not 
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consistent or comprehensive in their approach, many newspaper reports did 
include some commentary on the intentions of the peace activists and their 
concerns about violence and war. Moreover, they portrayed them as 
thoughtful, committed, strong, active, and determined, in contrast to more 
typically feminine characterizations of passivity, mindlessness, and 
weakness. 

The Pine Gap and Cockburn Sound camps never developed the fame 
that Greenham Common did, partly, of course, because of their lack of 
relative longevity. Greenham came to mean both “a muddy encampment of 
antinuke women sixty miles from London in the Berkshire countryside” as 
well as “a continuing protest against the deployment of US military hard-
ware in Britain and Europe, and, more metaphorically, against the mascu-
line economy of aggression, militarism and global violence that nuclear 
weapons metonymize.”85 The Australian women’s peace camps were also 
framed within this latter, wider meaning—that it was not just the nuclear 
weapons about which the activists were concerned, but the wider social 
environment in which they were able to exist. At a time when the main-
stream media was relied upon to convey their messages to the widest possi-
ble audience, my analysis suggests that the women had some success in 
imparting their antiwar and antiviolence messages to the Australian press, 
despite the general ambivalence about women and about protesting against 
war in peacetime. The press coverage of the peace camps was also a way 
that women were foregrounded as political agents, and this achievement 
was part of a much wider shift in the way that women came to be repre-
sented politically. Through their antiwar and antiviolence activism, women 
were made “visible as historical actors and as subjects of the narrative” 
concerned with war and Australian society.86
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CHAPTER 9

The War at Home: Toys, Media, and 
Play as War Work

Karen J. Hall

Every commodity reproduces the ideology of the system that produced it: a 
commodity is ideology made material.

John Fiske1

W      ar and armed aggression have ancient roots, but industrialization
  and globalization have heightened the intensity of militarism’s
  effects on civilian society. Consumer lives in the industrialized 

world are saturated with products directly or indirectly tied to the military 
industrial complex. Those who live their lives on the margins of the indus-
trialized world cannot escape militarism either; such places, in most cases 
former colonies or current economic zones of interest for industrialized 
nations, have become the dumping grounds of new and used popular cul-
ture as well as fi rst- and secondhand military hardware. A child wearing a 
Transformers t-shirt is just as likely to live in Colombia as in the Philippines, 
the United States, or Ghana. Technology and globalization have increased 
the rate and range of exchange from one location to another. The toys and 
images that fl ood one market are rapidly deployed globally, making war toys 
an issue for the entire global village.

Children form their moral perspectives at a very young age. Toys and 
play are crucial to the development of their understanding of the world. 
When war toys and aggressive action fi gures dominate children’s toy boxes 
and playtime, war toys become an infl uential source that teaches children 
some of the core values of militarism. Physicians for Global Survival (PGS), 
a physicians’ peace activist group founded in the early 1980s, identifi es the 
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four most-prominent moral lessons that war toys teach children as the 
following:

● War is a game, an exciting adventure. 
●  Killing is acceptable, even fun. 
●  Violence or the threat of violence is the only way to resolve  confl icts. 
●  The world is divided into “goodies” and “baddies,” where the bad guys 

are devoid of human qualities and their destruction is desirable.2

War play that rehearses stories in which “bad” people, who seek to control 
the world, are defeated by “good people” teaches children that weapons and 
war are sources of power and are necessary to deal with “evil.” Militarist 
media feels compelling, sets audience expectation and excitement levels, is 
all but impossible to avoid, and defi nes fun as action- and adrenaline-based. 
War entertainment currently sold to global consumers is not responsible for 
creating militarist values, but it goes a long way in reinforcing the lessons 
that help militarism maintain its hegemony. 

The encroachment of militarism into the lives of consumers and the 
seductive dangers it poses are the explicit topics of director Joe Dante’s 1998 
Hollywood feature fi lm, Small Soldiers. This satire of late twentieth-century 
U.S. militarist-laced consumerism was ideally built for the market environ-
ment it critiques: the movie wittily partakes in the very elements it satirizes. 
Small Soldiers sells its antimilitarist theme in packaging that highlights the 
action-based narrative and explosive spectacle that captivates a broad spec-
trum of the mainstream viewing audience. Thus, it should come as no sur-
prise that the fi lm itself faced protest for glamorizing violence. However, it is 
my belief that teaching the world’s children to play with the dangerous dou-
ble-edged sword of militarism’s toys with a knowing and satiric awareness is 
the best defense activists have to offer. Small Soldiers can offer a model for 
new forms of intelligent engaged play that promotes learning about the dan-
gers of war and militarism in our world, making the fi lm and its toy tie-ins 
entertaining and instructive products for children and adults to explore.

Dangerous Incursions into Toyland

From the time their fi rst T-shirt is snapped beneath the crotch of their 
 diapers, it is possible to surround children in the industrialized world with 
images of war. Tanks, fi ghter jets, and soldiers are available to decorate the 
bumpers on infants’ cribs and the mobiles over their heads so that some of 
the fi rst images their minds absorb directly support militarism.3 Peace-minded 
parents can only shelter their offspring for so long; as soon as children mix 
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with peers or gain access to media, the images of war begin to fl ood their 
conscious and unconscious minds. Militarist consumer products become 
increasingly interactive as children age; until one day, the camoufl age musical 
mobile’s place is taken by a fi rst-person shooter game so realistic that the 
military uses it to train their own real soldiers. In between these two extremes, 
GI Joe, Hot Wheels, no-name plastic soldier sets, Hometown Heroes, 
Transformers, and this year’s hot new weaponized toy are all ready, willing, 
and able to stock children’s playtime arsenals.

Concerned citizens have spoken out against turning children into 
 soldiers by means of war toys since the nineteenth century. Toy guns were 
the earliest focus of this attention as demonstrated by the 1933 Washington 
Post headline “Pacifi st Mamas Ban Toy Soldier Wars.”4 GI Joe, the U.S. toy 
made infamous to toyland pacifi sts by its long run and vast array of product 
tie-ins, was met at its inaugural New York Toy Fair in 1964 by Parents for 
Responsibility in the Toy Industry, who carried signs that read “Toy Fair or 
Warfare.”5 From 1964 to 1968, a particularly successful era for the GI Joe 
product line, activists encouraged parents to purchase toys that would 
stimulate children’s creativity, like the Swedish brand Lego blocks, rather 
than Hasbro’s toy soldier, which would train them to imitate national 
 militarist ideology.6 While individuals were willing to speak out against 
violent toys, the most well-known organization in the United States dedi-
cated specifi cally to promote demilitarization and antiviolence in the toy 
industry was the Lion and Lamb Project, founded in 1994.7 For almost ten 
years, Lion and Lamb produced an annual list of the “Dirty Dozen,” the 
year’s most violent toys as well as a list of twenty creative nonviolent toys. 
Although the Lion and Lamb Project is no longer active, its founder, 
Daphne White, has published guidelines for how their lists were developed 
in an 2004 issue of Mothering magazine so that parents have some rules to 
guide their toy purchases.8 Supported by little else other than this 2004 
magazine article, parents are for the most part on their own when trying 
to negotiate healthy boundaries and practices for their children’s play. 

Despite the fact that militarism continues to offer children of all ages toys 
with increased complexity and spectacular effects, the strategies and alterna-
tives provided by peace-minded activists have not advanced apace, and no 
organization in the United States has stepped up to fi ll the place of the Lion 
and Lamb Project. Thus, the issue of war toys is brought to the public’s 
attention perhaps once annually, during the winter holiday toy- buying sea-
son, and those who protest toy and play violence have a hard time being 
taken seriously. Much like the healthy new-age toy store in Joe Dante’s Small 
Soldiers, the Inner Child, toy marketers have not developed nonviolent 
products that can compete in today’s marketplace. When I think about the 
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“No War Toys” movement in my own community, I am reminded of Nancy 
Regan’s “Just Say No” antidrug campaign. For many years the local peace 
and justice community held an alternative toy fair in December, but the 
goods were as boring and lackluster to contemporary children as those in 
Stuart Abernathy’s the Inner Child toy store. Saying no to addiction, 
whether chemical or militarist, is indeed crucial, but there is no “just” about 
it—unless of course we mean to call upon the adjectival form of “justice” 
rather than the adverb meaning “only.” Increasing the strength and status of 
justice worldwide would indeed do much to tame the violent scenarios chil-
dren act out with their militarist toys. However, there is nothing simple or 
isolated about even imagining such an undertaking. Far more simple and 
lucrative than to create a new world of justice or resist the present world’s 
many injustices is to imagine, develop, and market new products that exploit 
the injustices and dangerous power differentials plaguing our world.

Friend or Foe: Small Soldiers Toy Tie-Ins 
and Protests of Violent Toys 

Developing a fresh new line of war toys is just what Hasbro did to accom-
pany the release of Small Soldiers. Although licensed characters seem to have 
taken over stores’ toy shelves in the past 10 to 20 years, connecting licensed 
characters to children’s toys is as old in the United States as licensed char-
acters are. From Dick Tracy toy guns to Star Wars action fi gures and beyond, 
children have played with media-driven narratives throughout the twentieth 
century. The later years of the century and the opening of the twenty-fi rst 
century, however, have seen ever more aggressive marketing and tie-in cam-
paigns. These trends helped to lead the toy historian Howard Chudacoff to 
the claim that “commercial toys have almost completely colonised children’s 
free time.”9 It is diffi cult to grasp the extent to which consumerism has laid 
claim to childhood. Experts estimated that in the year 2000, children 
between the ages of 4 and 12 were directly responsible for $170 billion in 
spending in the United States alone.10 Media critics and children’s advocates 
worry that the colonization of children’s time has been accompanied by the 
colonization of their imaginations. As with any colonial project, cultural 
forces do not gain control of even intangible regions like children’s imagina-
tion without at least a show of violence.

In the case of Small Soldiers, the show of force came in the form of massive 
numbers. Sixty licensees released what has increasingly become the standard 
list of related products in tandem with Small Soldiers, including a soundtrack, 
video games, action fi gures, miniature cars, bedsheets, clothing, fast-food toy 
premiums, and trading cards.11 While the movie was in vogue, its images and 



The War at Home  ●  207

characters could rule a child’s universe. The July release date for the movie 
made the toy line the number one boys’ action toy for the summer and earned 
the movie a berth in Business Week’s product-placement hall of fame—recogni-
tion that would delight the fi lm’s fi ctional CEO, Gil Mars, but that audience 
members in on the satire would understand ironically.12

In their work Consuming Children: Education-Entertainment-Advertising,
Jen Kenway and Elizabeth Bullen highlight how the market is able to com-
municate directly with children, decreasing the signifi cance of family, 
school, or church as central social structures in children’s lives. This situa-
tion is even more alarming when one considers the trends in militarized 
entertainment violence and the glorifi cation of war in popular culture. The 
U.S. Federal Trade Commission has criticized companies and advertisers for 
marketing R-rated fi lms to children.13 For example, the R-rated fi lm Matrix
had a corresponding teen-rated video game. Although less severe an age gap, 
the toy premiums associated with Small Soldiers and distributed with chil-
dren’s meals at Burger King were suitable for the two-to-eight-year-old 
market group while the movie was rated PG-13.14 Burger King did move 
their television advertising campaign from Saturday morning, a time slot 
that operates as prime time for children, to the adult prime-time hour and 
offered alternative toys. However, enthusiasm for a movie that had been 
deemed excessively violent by the Motion Picture Association still reached 
the under-13 audience. When this marketing information is taken into 
account along with the facts that Burger King had a fi nal edit of the movie 
and Hasbro helped develop the characters, the media’s role in promoting 
violence and militarization in children’s culture is damning.15

The case against allowing children to play with a media matrix like Small 
Soldiers is not to be taken lightly. Like many cultural critics, I too am 
alarmed by the degree of media saturation represented by product launches 
like that of Small Soldiers in our own and in our children’s lives. Along with 
many critics of postmodernism, I believe that the saturation of images has 
led to an aestheticization of reality and a distancing of affect.16 In such a 
world of images, viewers are invited to grow numb to the felt experience 
suffered by those represented. A study of children’s attitudes toward war 
toys that collected interviews and data in 1985 and again in 2002, showed 
a “dramatic decrease in statements that refl ect awareness of the horrors of 
war and terror and a pacifi st attitude.”17 In 1985, children who took part 
in the survey referred to the horrors of nuclear war, acknowledged the vast 
number of people affected in war, and voiced such vivid concerns as, 
“I don’t like people shooting at each other, and then lying there with big 
wounds, still living for a little bit, and then dying.” By 2002, children 
interviewed only voiced bland and very general antiwar sentiments: “I think 
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it’s naff to fi ght, because mostly you kill everybody” or “Sometimes war is 
senseless.”18 As signifi ers are heaped upon signifi ers, any “authentic” under-
standing of the real becomes more unreachable, so that no source is to be 
trusted and eventually audiences lose interest in knowing, especially when 
imagining is easier and more entertaining. Bringing an experience of war 
home to viewers is one of the critically important aspects of Small Soldiers.
The blockbuster movie invited viewers to intimately imagine the power of 
the violence lying (temporarily) latent in their toys; once the Commando 
Elite punch their way out of their boxes in this fi lm, the home front 
becomes quite literally a warfront.

The critic Roger Ebert claimed that “Small Soldiers is a family picture on 
the outside, and a mean, violent action picture on the inside.”19 In spite of 
corporate sponsorships and back-end control, director Joe Dante, along with 
the cast of writers involved in the project, was able to create an intelligent, 
witty, and fun movie that challenges the very aestheticization and cultural 
numbing traffi cked in war-entertainment. After all, this story’s battle is waged 
by the coolest toys any kid could ever imagine, and it takes place not in some 
far and distant land but in a typical upper-middle-class U.S. suburban neigh-
borhood in homes many U.S. viewers can identify with as their own. Because 
Small Soldiers brings the violence in war toys to life in its audience’s own liv-
ing space, the movie invites mainstream audiences, at least for a moment, to 
feel the destructive power that is taking over children’s imaginations. Without 
shaming or berating consumers who enjoy today’s militarized entertainment 
spectacles, Small Soldiers manages to convince even little Timmy Fimple that 
the best birthday present is not a cool toy soldier but new clothes.

The Smell of Satire in the Toy Room

The media text that is Small Soldiers invites children to play and learn for 
themselves why some adults prohibit war toys. Satire requires trust in one’s 
audience: if viewers read the text straight, it will offer morally unsound 
examples. However, if audiences learn to play with the text as it was 
designed, in this case as a humorous satire with a useful moral, they will 
discover that satiric works offer audiences lessons in interpretation that 
strengthen their life-reading skills. If consumers are going to learn to 
 negotiate the intricacies of militarism, they are going to need to have well-
developed powers of interpretation. The simplistic good-versus-evil moral 
lessons media, school, and government continue to offer are not going to 
prove helpful, and new skills will have to be attained. The double-edged 
dual nature of satire is an important element to learn to negotiate and Small 
Soldiers is an enjoyable primer. 
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The movie opens with the parody of a commercial for Globotech 
Corporation, “long recognized as the world-wide leader in high tech weap-
onry.” Under the leadership of CEO Gil Mars, Globotech is expanding its 
interests into “tomorrow’s most exciting market sector. Introducing advanced 
battlefi eld technology into consumer products for the whole family.” Even 
if the commercial’s dialogue does not have great meaning to young viewers, 
they will be savvy enough to know that the typical advertisement does not 
combine images of military tanks, missiles, and warships with the style of 
clichéd family scenes—on the beach, in the living room, with a new 
baby—that this commercial presents.20 Thus, from the opening minutes of 
the fi lm, viewers are introduced to the idea that the military and home 
spaces are combining in strange and unexpected ways. The binary opposi-
tion between the military and the domestic is dangerously resolved via dia-
lectical synthesis, and two new entities are created: the domesticated-military 
and the militarized-domestic.

The fi rst four characters introduced are CEO Gil Mars, his female assis-
tant, and two bumbling toy developers. In addition to being able to recog-
nize the disconnect between military hardware and domestic space, most 
children will also be sophisticated enough to recognize who the formulaic 
good guys and bad guys are: the boss who has fi red all the people, who 
would be sitting around the large wooden table, is the bad guy and the two 
toy makers are the good guys. However, the narrative begins to play imme-
diately with viewers’ identifi cations; the bad guy is tired of commercials that 
lie to consumers, promising more than they can ever deliver. Mars also 
knows that kids do not want to be tricked into learning by their toys. Even 
though Irwin Wayfair is the more gentle good guy, his concept for the 
Gorgonite toy line that helps children learn and do research shows his nerdy 
naiveté and questionable understanding of his target market. Mars seems to 
know what children want and insists that his company produce cool toys 
with batteries included that are capable of lasting a lifetime. Again, from 
the very opening of the fi lm, the audience is introduced to a dynamic that 
is signifi cant to the entire text: the ability to shift identifi cation with and 
expectations of characters. Mars, who seems like a bad-guy boss, leaves the 
brief scene speaking on behalf of kids and their desires. Whether or not 
young audience members will be able to balance the side of Mars they are 
bound to like with the side that is dangerously cavalier will depend on the 
child. For example, Mars states: 

We can make a missile that can hunt one unlucky bastard 7,000 miles away 
and stick a nuclear warhead right up his ass. I don’t think we’re going to have 
a problem with this [the technology to make the toys interactive]. 
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It is diffi cult to resolve the interests of giving some children what they want 
while using technology with the same capacity to possibly kill other chil-
dren who live those 7,000 miles away. A majority of viewers will have seen 
that he has a bad-guy and a good-guy side and will have experienced some 
shift of identifi cation with him. This initial shift and those that follow 
introduce viewers to the complex and unstable breakdown of binary opposi-
tion. Contrary to the dominant war narrative that teaches viewers that the 
bad guys are inherently evil and will ultimately, after great sacrifi ce, be 
defeated by the good guys, Small Soldiers complicates almost every charac-
ter’s intentions and moral standpoint. 

The most startling shift in audience identifi cation occurs once it is clear 
that the Commando Elite, the toy stand-ins for the U.S. military, are the 
bad guys. Viewers who have been in synch with the movie’s satiric position-
ing from the opening segment will have expected the Commandoes’ violent 
behavior, but younger and more naïve viewers used to seeing U.S. soldiers 
convey redeeming characteristics may be shocked as the Commandoes bind 
and take the Fimple children hostage, drug Mrs. Fimple, launch fl aming 
tennis balls into a civilian home with no regard for collateral damage, and 
mutilate an extensive collection of female fashion dolls. This is not the kind 
of viewer identifi cation for which popular media has prepared U.S. chil-
dren. Siding with the Gorgonites who are mutant, monstrous freaks who 
fi ght (albeit reluctantly) against U.S. soldiers is the stuff of propaganda, not 
mainstream, summer blockbusters made for the family-viewing audience. 
The irony of a mainstream product delivering such a marginal critique is 
compounded by the fact that the fi lm was produced by Dreamworks, a 
motion picture studio cofounded by Stephen Spielberg, who, due largely to 
the making of Saving Private Ryan is favored in the U.S. populist view as 
the most renowned and reliable teller of war tales alive today. The movie 
subverts populist knowledge and positioning by making Mr. Fimple, a 
likely fan of Spielberg’s work given that he claims his favorite war is World 
War II, one of the fi lm’s humorous fall guys rather than a valued consumer 
patriot. These inversions of viewer expectations enhance the carnivalesque 
aspects of the fi lm. During carnival, the low masquerades as high and the 
high as low, but there are no costumes in Small Soldiers; instead, masquer-
ade has been dropped, exposing the moral depravity of the high and lifting 
the low to its more rightful position.

The pure evil of the Commando Elite was what threw off the moral 
balance of the fi lm for Roger Ebert, leaving him feeling as though the movie 
“didn’t tell me where to stand—what attitude to adopt.”21 I am unsure how 
to reconcile Ebert’s moral confusion with Scott Rosenberg’s claim in Salon.com
that the fi lm is marred by its “fairly heavy-handed message about The Evil 
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That Is War Toys and a cautionary invocation against corporate domination 
of the entertainment market,” both of which he recommends ignoring in 
order that audiences may “simply enjoy the fi lmmakers’ skill at creating 
carefully contained mayhem in a microcosm.”22 The movie makes it quite 
clear that the Commando Elite are ruthless and treacherous. After all, it is 
they who destroy two suburban homes and endanger the men, women, and 
children in two families just because they have been programmed to hunt 
down and kill the Gorgonites. One might argue against blaming the toy 
soldiers due to the fact that, unlike actual military personnel who commit 
atrocities, the Commando Elite never had the power of free will because 
they can only act as their program dictates. Small Soldiers disrupts the mes-
sages conveyed by typical war toys without shaming or blaming anyone. 
The movie makes it clear to viewers of all ages that killing is not fun when 
you are the target and that fi ghting seems like a terrible option to resolve 
confl ict when you are the weaker combatant positioned to lose all. The movie 
turns the tables of morality so that its U.S. audience can imagine itself not 
as the righteous victim of an evil enemy’s violence, as it most typically does, 
but as complicitous perpetrators whose militarist investments at last cause 
us to shoot ourselves in the foot.

Although the only logically sound response to the Commando Elite is 
to destroy them, Gil Mars has a different plan. After paying huge sums of 
money to the Fimple and Abernathy families in order to buy their silence 
and prevent lawsuits, Mars holds the following conversation with his two 
toy developers:

“What were we charging for these things?” [asks Mars as he looks at the 
severed head of Chip Hazard].
 “$79.95.”
 “Tell you what, add a few zeroes to the end of that number and get in 
touch with our military division. I know some rebels in South America who 
are going to fi nd these toys very entertaining” [says Mars as he returns to his 
helicopter to be whisked from the scene].

The satire of Small Soldiers’ is comprised of more than simple inversion. 
The fi lm pokes explosive fun at the lie that the domestication of militarism 
will benefi t the private sector consumer. Gil Mars, the very man who claims 
that he is tired of commercials that make promises they can never deliver, 
is the fi lm’s spokesperson for the hucksterism that is militarism. Globotech 
professes to turn swords into plowshares when, in reality, the narrative 
exposes how defense industries resell military products to the domestic 
consumer in order to increase their profi t—turning swords into only 
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slightly duller swords for domestic consumption. The private sector 
increases the defense industry’s market, driving down the cost impact of 
research and development, and increasing sales. For the defense industry, 
consumer sales are a winning proposition; civilian consumers get to fund 
the defense industry fi rst with their federal taxes and again with their pur-
chases, paying dual support for war whether they are aware of it or not. 
The resale of military goods is especially prevalent in high-tech products 
like computer games and Global Positioning Devices.23

The destruction of the Fimple and Abernathy homes is an exaggerated 
representation of the downside of the conglomeration of industries under 
the military umbrella, yet it does use exaggeration effectively to make the 
case against the domestication of militarism tangibly clear. Viewing the 
circumstances of the destruction of the Fimple and Abernathy homes makes 
Small Soldiers a very different narrative engine than the similarly destroyed 
and militarized domestic space that was the Forward Command Post. Toy 
manufacturer Ever Sparkle Industrial Co. Ltd. produced this bombed-out 
dollhouse for the 2002 toy season.24 Sold through JC Penney, Toys “R” Us, 
and eToys, at the cost of U.S.$45, this toy came in a 75-piece set that 
included one action fi gurine in military combat gear, multiple toy weapons, 
an American fl ag, tables, chairs, and a three-room house with shattered 
walls and bullet-pocked plaster. The Forward Command Post was not an 
ironic toy. Like the majority of war toys produced that simulate twentieth-
century combat, the toy aesthetic was based on realism. Children were no 
doubt meant to learn about history and strategy from this mutilated dream 
house. Thus, the style of play most likely to take place around this toy was 
one commanded by the governments and industries of the industrialized 
world: a play narrative where government forces regretfully occupy civilian 
buildings in order to plan strategic attacks and secure an area’s safety. The 
style of play encouraged by Small Soldiers’ products work off a narrative base 
that exposes both the lie and the cost of this dominant pro-militarist 
narrative. 

In Small Soldiers, children are not innocent victims in need of  paternalistic
protection but are actually invited to see how they may hold some respon-
sibility for the mayhem created by entertaining themselves with these pro-
militarist narratives. The fi lm also illustrates the tensions between giving 
children what is “cool” and struggling both personally and fi nancially to 
maintain a moral antiwar and antiwar-toy parenting stance. Alan Abernathy 
means well when he brings a full set of Commando Elite and Gorgonite 
toys into his father’s toy store, The Inner Child, but he also knows he is 
going against his father’s strict policy against war toys. Alan is bored and 
embarrassed by his parents’ new-age lifestyle. As a new kid in school, he 
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knows the cool guys drive motorcycles and is not above cultivating a bad-
guy persona even if he knows it is not truly who he is. When he sees the 
chance to bring cutting-edge technological toy soldiers into his father’s 
struggling shop, he convinces Joe, Globotech’s driver, to “lose” a full set of 
toys. Although I do not agree with the Christian commentator Israel 
Canlapan’s view of the fi lm, his list of grievances do all take place:

There are ideas about setting a moribund business on fi re to collect insurance, 
conniving to retain merchandise in violation of proper business ethics, and 
paying people enough money to silence their indignance. If that weren’t 
enough, this movie is fi lled with many negatives of present society: a cut-
throat business magnate who has little regard for moral values, a co-worker 
who undermines his partner’s trust in the name of business success, a trouble-
making kid in a dysfunctional family, and a neighbor who rudely violates his 
neighbor’s property.25

Alan does indeed sarcastically suggest that the only way his father’s toy store 
will make money is if he burns it down, and this is how he justifi es his 
unethical decision to take stock bound for another store and break his 
father’s “no war toys” policy. What Canlapan fails to appreciate is that Alan 
learns his moral lesson without a harping moralizing authority fi gure 
 shaking a fi nger in his face. Life unfolds a world of hurt that teaches Alan 
that war toys are hazardous to all he cares about—his home, family, 
 girlfriend, and even his own life. All of the bad behavior that has offended 
Canlapan is punished by the fi lm’s end, and it is the Commando Elite, the 
metaphorical face of unchecked militarism, who deliver the discipline and 
punishment.

Quite unwittingly, the two toy developers, Irwin Wayfair (perhaps the 
only character who, from start to fi nish, is a way fair good guy) and Larry 
Benson, harness the defense industry’s will to control life and death when 
they put artifi cial intelligence into their electronic toys, making Small 
Soldiers a modern-day Frankenstein. Trapped in a system that demands 
innovation and excitement yet refuses to make the necessary expenditures 
for product safety and testing, Wayfair and Benson create the monsters that 
are the Commando Elite. In order to keep their jobs (Mars has gutted the 
labor force from the company that was Heartland Playsystems), Benson and 
Wayfair have three months to bring the Commando Elite to the market-
place. Hooked into the database of Globotech’s military division, Benson 
orders military surplus microchips to animate the toy line, thus setting in 
play the catastrophe that will wreck the two suburban homes. Benson is a 
morally suspect character; however, like Alan, he is simply trying to survive 
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in a competitive toy industry where action and violence sell and educational 
inner-child-strengthening toys earn you a place on the unemployment line. 
To Benson’s credit, once he and Wayfair learn that something has gone 
wrong with their inventions, they learn how to dismantle the toys and go 
to Alan’s assistance. 

The key to the Commando Elite’s destruction is found in property-
destroying, war-loving, technophilic, obnoxious neighbor Phil Fimple’s 
house. The embattled suburbanites turn on all of the electrical equipment 
in Fimple’s house and then short-circuit the transformer on the power line 
outside, creating an electric burst that shuts down the Commando Elite and 
offers an example of a story in which the master’s tools really can dismantle 
the master’s house. With the Commandoes thwarted, Alan is free to feel the 
remorse he has brought on himself by knowingly breaking rules. Because he 
has felt the danger militarism brings into domestic spaces and has witnessed 
its destruction, his understanding is more likely to remain with him. Having 
lived through the fear and life-threatening reality of combat, war is less likely 
to appear as a child-appropriate game. Thus, in the end, Alan has taught 
himself to understand and share his father’s rejection of war toys.

While I am confi dent that Alan will remember the lesson he learned about 
militaristic war toys, I cannot be as confi dent that the Small Soldiers viewing 
audience will be equally affected, especially when they are exposed to aisle 
upon aisle of Small Soldiers products. Given that I have claimed that ade-
quately negotiating the interpretative challenges of a satiric text is diffi cult 
and requires a skill set that few consumers have honed, in all likelihood, once 
the movie narrative moves from the movie screen to the playroom, dominant 
promilitarist narratives will have their opportunity to reclaim any territory 
lost to Small Soldiers’ satiric critique. When Chip Hazard and Archer mix it 
up with Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles, Transformers, Power Rangers, and the 
like, old patterns will override the inversions practiced in the movie. However, 
when children replay their favorite scenes from Small Soldiers, the fi lm’s text 
at least opens the opportunity that they will create alternative storylines, 
oppositional muscle memory, and ironic literacy for themselves.

Let the Games Begin: Reclaiming and Relearning Play

When houses begin to fi ll with Small Soldiers products, parents need not neces-
sarily worry. Satire is a taste that children have the ability to acquire. I want 
to challenge adults who sound like Roger Ebert when he opines that:

what bothered me most about Small Soldiers is that it didn’t tell me where 
to stand—what attitude to adopt. In movies for adults, I like that quality. 
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But here is a movie being sold to kids, with a lot of toy tie-ins and ads on 
the children’s TV channels. Below a certain age, they like to know what they 
can count on.

How do adults know that children want texts that have the degree of moral 
certainty and closure that Ebert suggests they do? Just because adults like 
Ebert do not like to play with possibilities at the end of a story does not 
mean that children will not enjoy play of this sort. The play theorist Brian 
Sutton-Smith argued that ambivalence is one of the elements that differenti-
ates play from reality.26 Play oscillates between mastery and discovery of the 
child’s environment and self-detachment and distance from that environ-
ment as well as between tension and relief. There is always the danger that 
one pole will overpower the other and that play will be ruined. Ambivalence 
is one of the crucial terms of play that children learn to negotiate, at times 
tipping the balance toward tears and frustration while at other times toward 
exhilaration and hours of pleasure. If media texts offer children moral cer-
tainty, this valuable characteristic of their play is weakened. Years later when 
political uncertainty confronts these children, now grown to adult citizen 
status, a rush toward certainty could mean death and destruction for 
thousands.

It strikes me that the largest part of the war toys’ problem falls within 
the purview of adults—the adults who make, market, sell, and buy war toys 
but, even more so, the adults who do not make time to play with war toys 
and their children. Children need to learn new ways to play with toys so 
that they are not dependent on the sort of simplistic closed narratives Ebert 
suggests they need and with which the marketplace is all too happy to 
provide them. Whether traditional war narratives or tales of beauties and 
beasts, moral certainty makes for a bland ethical diet and undernourishes 
children’s critical thinking skills. Children are wonderfully creative and can 
create the stories they need when given the necessary resources.

If adults allowed children age-appropriate leeway to experiment and play 
in a controlled environment rather than tried to protect and shelter them 
from topics deemed upsetting or too mature, then children could learn for 
themselves what place war and militarism should hold in their lives. I am 
convinced that children are intelligent enough and that war is horrible 
enough that most would make decisions with which the adults in their lives 
would be comfortable. The necessary resource this scenario depends on is 
that children will have access to an adult who is informed and thoughtful 
regarding the issues of war, violence, and militarism. Given the far-reaching 
effects of promilitarist ideology, I feel certain that my readers will acknowl-
edge that all children do not have access to such an adult, in which case 
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one of the following scenarios is probable: the children live in homes where 
war toys are not an issue and are, therefore, able to go about their play lives 
as they wish, which, in the majority of cases, means reproducing the narra-
tives and morals of dominant ideology; the children become infl uenced by 
peers who do play with an informed adult and their play lives are wholly 
or in part transformed; and the children live with parents who prohibit war 
toys and are unable to learn play styles that could help them cope with and 
negotiate the realities of war and militarism. The last are the parents who 
can most productively be reached. They are concerned about their children’s 
toys and play, and they are already sensitive to the unhealthy aspects of war 
entertainment.

The most egregious error parents who prohibit war toys are guilty of is 
the limited frame of reference they rely on when defi ning war toys.27 War 
toys most commonly are comprised of objects that represent the means to 
conduct armed violence. This understanding of war toys grows out of a 
 defi nition of war as armed combat between two or more parties in confl ict. 
While these defi nitions seem rational enough, they are too limited for the 
twenty-fi rst century. War in the current millennium includes economic 
 sanctions that cripple and starve, national debt that forces a country into 
economic servitude, and environmental policies that damage a people’s land 
and resources, making life in their traditional way and space no longer pos-
sible. Although humans may always have wars in which armed combatants 
face each other to do violence and destruction, more effective, wide-ranging, 
and socially acceptable ways to destroy a group’s economic, political, and 
cultural lives are far more insidious. With such an understanding of war, a 
miniature bulldozer could be considered a war toy as could play money or 
a miniature bank. Any element of global capital could be, and I would argue 
should be, played with as if it were a war toy. 

Playing with a scenario in which a bulldozer clears rainforest lands in 
order to make grazing land for beef to be packaged in a Happy Meal opens 
children’s imaginations to the connections within which the world operates. 
Happily, bulldozers can also knock down multinational corporations in 
order to make room for urban playgrounds, and they can also push sand 
from one place to another. My point is that any toy’s location in the unjust 
system of global capital can be exposed and built into a narrative that chil-
dren should be introduced to in age-appropriate measures. War toys are far 
from the only, or perhaps even the main, problem in the twenty-fi rst cen-
tury toy box. The most lethal problem is that we are raising another genera-
tion who very well may be unable to recognize or negotiate the complex 
narratives and relationships that globalization and militarism facilitate. 
When Gil Mars suggests that Globotech export the Commando Elite toys 
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to “some generals in Central America,” he is introducing the elements of 
cultural imperialism and militarism into children’s play vocabulary so that 
it may one day appear in their political vocabulary. This is a learning 
moment in Small Soldiers that parents can help children repeat and apply 
to other toys and play narratives.

Infi ltrating Camp Commando

The unbelievably futuristic aspects of Globotech’s Commando Elite toy 
soldiers seem less futuristic and unbelievable once we begin to study today’s 
toy industry. The new smarter, more militarized toys of today demand more 
intelligent modes of interaction. Military and children’s cultures share a 
performative and interpretative mode that would meet this demand: camp. 
According to Kerry Mallan and Roderick McGillis, 

Camp aesthetics disrupt or invert many Modernists’ aesthetic attributes, such 
as beauty, value, and taste by inviting a different kind of apprehension and 
consumption. . . . A camp aesthetic delights in impertinence. It likes to chal-
lenge rather than satisfy. Its satisfactions derive from a sort of puissance of
acceptance.28

In his infl uential study of gay and lesbian military personnel in World 
War II, Allan Berube described not only the lives of gay and lesbian peo-
ple but also the performances of queer gender and sexuality that took 
place in many GI shows. Cross-dressing and playing with gender were 
vivid aspects of military life during this war and can offer a slantwise view 
of militarized gender today. The ability to disrupt militarized masculinity’s 
dominating control over strength, courage, and patriotism lends camp a 
certain interpretive and cultural power. By exposing hypermasculinity as 
a performance, camp attests to the fact that there is nothing natural or 
normal about the alignment of militarized masculinity with the qualities 
it professes to  control. With humor and impertinence, camp drives a 
wedge between  militarism and hypermasculinity. This splitting is core to 
camp’s infl uence as a cultural force. 

Small Soldiers invites a camp reading in a number of ways: with its 
absurd exaggeration of military masculinity in the personas of the 
Commando Elite; its winking nods to Hollywood war fi lms by referencing 
To Hell and Back, Patton, Apocalypse Now, and The Dirty Dozen; its grue-
somely playful weaponization of the mundane in the combat scenes; and 
with its reference to the campy mockumentary Spinal Tap, by using the cast 
members from this fi lm as the voice actors for the Gorgonites.29 Added to 
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this list of elements, Alan Abernathy’s point of view with regard to the nar-
rative invites viewers to entertain the notion that combat is not a perfor-
mance of courage or patriotism, but a mindless destructive performance set 
into play by anonymous forces far behind the scenes who stand to profi t 
from the show. Alan’s viewpoint offers a third position for the children who 
may identify with him—neither perpetrator nor noble victim but witness 
to destruction and collateral damage survivor. The commodity universe of 
Small Soldiers is a play engine that invites the awareness that war is the cruel 
performance of programmed puppets whose consequences are real and 
hurtful. The fi lm text forges an awareness of knowledge that U.S. military 
corporations manufacture and export toys that keep the dangerous game of 
war and the arms race in motion around the world. Alan, a not-so-tough 
kid who in the end gets the girl, or at least one of her kisses, offers the 
standpoint from which such an awareness can be pieced together and later 
applied to real-world scenarios.

Alan does not disrupt the programming of the Gorgonites, who set out 
like noble savages turned colonizers on a voyage to fi nd their homeland, 
Gorgon. Whether in their quest they will displace metaphorical toy equiva-
lents of Palestinians or will model a life of allegiance to a truly fi ctional 
mother country, perhaps the ideal example of Benedict Anderson’s notion 
of an imagined community, is up to the collectors who buy and put into 
use all the Small Soldiers play sets and toys. What the movie has done is 
left a narrative base that is wide open and ambiguous in which children can 
explore and experiment. More experienced players can enter this world of 
play and introduce those with less experience to some of the issues contem-
porary global citizens must negotiate without lecturing on imperialism, 
militarism, or current events. Over time, play within this narrative will 
generate questions and connections that can be answered and developed as 
situations warrant without dampening fun or compassionate awareness.

A Sum Greater than Its Parts

Media conglomeration makes product releases like those that accompanied 
Small Soldiers more effi cient and effective. When birthed within the subsid-
iaries of parent corporations such as Viacom, characters can go from product 
development to full market saturation in a media instant. Such was the case 
with Jimmy Neutron, whose television presence on Nickelodeon coincided 
with the Paramount Pictures movie release and the typical slew of electronic, 
personal, household, and toy products. Conglomeration intensifi es the syn-
ergy around such product releases. Television episodes link immediately to 
computer game scenarios, and the character’s key action pose in both is soon 
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printed on a T-shirt. Media critics are now adept at interpreting the industry 
status quo that is conglomeration and the force that is synergy. Cultural 
critics need to become as adept with a vocabulary and critique for the con-
vergence and synergy formations across industry, media, and government 
realms that have infi ltrated militarist entertainment. 

Technological innovation takes place more rapidly than language can 
account for. While the Cold War appellation “Military Industrial Complex” 
may have adequately described the convergence of management, research, 
and development that helped to fuel the arms race, twenty-fi rst-century 
hookups are more fl exible and complex than this nostalgic label can suggest. 
James Der Derian has attempted to map the structures that have replaced 
the military industrial complex in his book Virtuous Wars. In addition to 
charting the transitory nodes of the military-industrial-media-entertainment 
network (MIME-NET), Der Derian attempts to “study up close the 
mimetic power that travels along the hyphens.”30 One such power is com-
puter simulation games’ ability to make memories. During his tenure as a 
University of Central Florida professor and also director of the Media 
Convergence Lab, Christopher Stapleton, claimed that the military “are 
actually the visionaries of experiential media.”31 Visual technology that is 
operational on the Xbox and Playstation is also used by the army, with 
Pandemic Studio’s Full Spectrum Warrior serving as the most current exam-
ple.32 This real-time tactics war game serves as entertainment in the private 
sector and command-tactical training in the military sector. Michael 
Macedonia, a technology offi cer for the army’s Simulation, Training, and 
Instrumentation Command, understands the usefulness of current game 
technology this way: 

Essentially entertainment and games, that is, entertainment and training have 
an intersection: it’s about making memories. It’s fascinating now what we’re 
learning about the human brain. . . . [A] lot of what we’re trying to do in 
training is creating memories. Memories that last forever.33

Memories made while playing a military action game for fun could one 
day serve a young person in active duty with the military, their brains hav-
ing been wired not only for survival but for command, evasion, and attack. 
As our toys become more intelligent, and therefore more like us, we become 
more like our toys, programmed to execute memories stored since youthful 
play sessions enjoyed long ago on the home front. William Hamilton’s 2003 
New York Times article titled “Toymakers Study Troops, and Vice Versa” 
introduced readers to the fl ow of research and development information 
that takes place between the toy industry and the military industry. 



220 ●  Karen J. Hall

Hamilton cited such cross-pollination examples as Hasbro’s Super Soaker 
on which the army based its quick-loading assault weapons design, remote 
control planes that have inspired reconnaissance drones, and inexpensive 
cell phones that became the basis for walkie-talkies with video capability. 
In products that could have been developed by Globotech, the control 
mechanisms for unmanned robotic vehicles, some of which are used in Iraq 
to deactivate improvised explosive devices (IEDs), have been based on video 
game controllers. Lance Winslow’s military strategy report “Unmanned 
Vehicle Robotic Warfare” imagines: 

Unmanned Aerial Vehicles . . . making human fi ghter pilots obsolete. Might 
be better to use a UAV and to that have it fl own by a 16-year old video game 
player, which will in turn be used to program the next generation of Artifi cial 
Intelligent robotic tactical UAVs.34

Winslow’s rapidly attainable fantasy calls up images of Ender Wiggin, the 
protagonist in Orson Scott Card’s novel, Ender’s Game, who unwittingly 
destroys an entire species and its home planet, believing he is only being 
tested on a computer simulation training program. For Ender and the 
generations of citizens raised on Nintendo-style war, technology gives the 
false impression that war can be surgically clean and takes place in far and 
distant lands; furthermore, technology exudes the seductive promise that 
it is safe to play with militarist violence on the home front. Small Soldiers
is the only successful children’s mainstream U.S. narrative that I know of 
to disrupt technology’s lies; when technology that has been developed for 
the military enters the domestic sphere, whether in the form of a sophis-
ticated computer chip in a toy with artifi cial intelligence or in a Super 
Soaker water gun, war and militarism gain in destructive power and civil-
ians and citizens lose.

Conclusion

A policy of saying no to war toys has many drawbacks, one of which is 
the reality that enforcing any prohibition requires a force equal to or 
greater than the force of the desire for what is prohibited. I would imagine 
that most adults have witnessed children’s performative tantrums once 
denied what they most want. Whether in a store, another child’s play area, 
or in their own backyard, children’s desire is a force with which to be 
reckoned. Sometimes desire can be rechanneled and children’s attention 
fi xed on an acceptable alternative toy or form of play. However, when this 
does not work, when children’s fi xation on a war toy or war play is parallel 
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to the adult world’s fi xation with war, then the force of prohibition must 
overcome the children’s desire. This is one of the most diffi cult terrains of 
child rearing, and it is territory that in any militarized society is in danger 
of being dominated by a logic of power informed by militarist values and 
strategies: punishment or the threat of punishment is the only way to 
resolve a confl ict and the world is divided up into two distinct categories, 
good and bad, where the bad is inherently evil and must be suppressed by 
the good. 

Rather than try to thwart children’s fascination with war play and war 
toys, it makes more sense to move with the force of their desire and learn 
to challenge, redirect, subvert, and accept the products of their imaginations 
in context and over time. Play is a fertile realm for understanding, not only 
history and politics, but the emotions of being human in a complex, highly 
militarized world. Children must learn equally complex strategies of social 
negotiation and emotional coping on the road to becoming engaged global 
citizens. In addition to making wiser, more connected, and more aware 
citizens, compassionate and engaged war play has a further advantage in 
that it can become a realm in which the work of demilitarization can begin. 
The process of demilitarizing any one or all nations will be enormous and 
multifaceted. Workers will need to be retrained, desire will need to be 
redirected, factories will need to be refi tted, and identities will have to be 
refi gured. Toys and the world of play can become one realm where this 
massive project could begin to be imagined. Play is a creative place cor-
doned off from many of the limiting forces of reality. The demobilization 
and refunctioning of MIME-NET is too large a project to imagine, let 
alone to undertake. However, demobilizing the forces of militarism in the 
world of toys seems far more possible. If we cannot begin here, then 
where?
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