
Introduction

In 1914 a member of a Washington, DC, chapter of the Daughters of the 
American Revolution (DAR) expressed her indignation at citizens’ lack of 
knowledge about the role of women in the American Revolution. Recount-
ing a conversation with her young son about his eighth-grade history text-
book in an article for the DAR Magazine, Grace D. Johnson was shocked to 
hear her son say, “‘Well, mother, I don’t see why you ladies make such a fuss 
about the American Revolution. The women didn’t do anything worth put-
ting in our history books.’” Examining the book that was used in the capi-
tal’s public schools, Johnson was incensed that it blatantly ignored women’s 
contributions to American independence. “It seems to me,” she concluded, 
that America’s youth “should be as familiar with the deeds of our heroines 
as with those of our heroes.”1

 This anecdote hints at the importance of the Daughters of the American 
Revolution in the history of US nationalism. A closer look at the DAR’s 
activism reveals that especially prior to World War II, its white middle-class 
members played a vital role in private citizens’ efforts to both bolster pa-
triotism and guard the nation’s gender and racial boundaries through com-
memorative practices. In fact, from the perspective of the Daughters, their 
nationalist project was inextricably intertwined with gender and race. As 
suggested by Grace Johnson’s story, they engaged in patriotic activism long 
believed to be the domain of men and deliberately challenged male-cen-
tered accounts of US nation-building. At the same time, their tales about 
the past helped reinforce traditional notions of femininity and masculinity, 
reflecting a strongly held belief that any challenge to these traditions would 
jeopardize the nation’s stability. In a similar fashion, the organization fre-
quently voiced support for inclusive civic nationalism but deliberately used 
memory to consolidate Anglo-Saxon whiteness and to keep the nation’s ra-
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cial divisions in place. The history of America’s largest patriotic hereditary 
women’s organization testifies to white female conservatives’ remarkable 
agency in US nationalism and explains the tenacity of a particular nation-
alist ideology that deemed ingrained gender and race hierarchies vital to 
America’s unity and progress.
 By shedding light on these intricacies, this book bridges several inter-
related historiographical gaps. First, it provides new insights into the ways 
that a considerable number of white middle-class women tried to mold 
historical memory in twentieth-century America. While we know much 
about southern elite women’s endeavors to pay tribute to the former Con-
federacy and the antebellum South, a national perspective has been largely 
missing in studies on memory and gender.2 This study also sheds fresh 
light on the social, political, and cultural activism of white female conser-
vatives and their contributions to US nationalism. A number of historians 
have probed nationalist women’s organizations, including the DAR, but 
they tend to concentrate on the groups’ anticommunist activism and rarely 
examine how related views on gender and race changed over time.3 Finally, 
this is the first monograph to examine the history of the Daughters of the 
American Revolution and their efforts to keep alive the memory of the 
nation’s past.4 Those few studies that address the DAR’s interpretations of 
US history either focus on the late nineteenth century or merely hint at the 
complexity of its commemorative campaigns.5 This book provides the most 
comprehensive account of what can arguably be called one of the most 
influential women’s organizations in US history and adds much to under-
standing the entangled histories of memory, gender, race, and nationalism 
in twentieth-century America and beyond.
 Given its focus on the multilayered meanings of patriotic memory, this 
study is not a traditional organizational history. Rather it is a cultural his-
tory that sheds light on the various ways in which the DAR’s interpretations 
of the past were entangled with and strengthened entrenched ideas about 
gender, race, and the nation in the present. At the same time, it shows how 
these ideas informed the organization’s social and political activism. This 
particular perspective is based on the premise that memory is not merely 
a minor aspect of US nationalism and related ideas about gender and race 
but rather an integral part of the complex process through which people 
come to believe these constructs to be real and relevant. Similarly, this book 
focuses on one particular organization because only a detailed analysis of 
how historical actors understood and tried to shape the world around them 
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will allow a fuller grasp of the significance of their actions. Broad-based 
comparative approaches might reveal the general contours of this story, 
but they do not suffice to explain how what Benedict Anderson has called 
an “imagined community” became a lived reality.6 As this study is national 
in scope, it pays much attention to the tensions between national and re-
gional memory, examining how the Daughters reconciled the distinct col-
lective memories that existed in the Northeast, the Midwest and West, and 
the South in their efforts to create and bolster national unity. Moreover, to 
thoroughly examine the impact of the organization’s activism, it combines 
analyses of national, regional, state, and local campaigns, since the DAR’s 
national headquarters in Washington, DC, tended to set the organization’s 
ideological tone but gave much freedom to state organizations and its thou-
sands of local chapters to pursue their own projects.7

 In many ways, the DAR’s founders created a unique organization, 
which testified to both white women’s growing activist prowess in the 
late nineteenth century and private groups’ increasing interest in the 
American past and boosting US citizens’ patriotism. Founded in 1890 
by white veteran clubwomen as a form of protest against the decision of 
the patriotic organization Sons of the American Revolution (SAR) to bar 
women, the DAR’s explicit purpose was “to perpetuate the memory and 
spirit of the men and women who achieved American independence” 
as well as “to foster true patriotism and love of country.” The Daughters 
sought to accomplish these two goals through commemoration, histori-
cal preservation, and education.8 Women, the organizers believed, had a 
key role to play in this endeavor. For one thing, they considered women 
to be more patriotic than men because of their alleged ability to feel the 
sentiment of national allegiance more deeply and strongly than men, who 
seemed to be patriotic only during wars and failed to commemorate the 
valor of the nation’s fallen soldiers in peacetime.9 The Daughters believed 
themselves to be the best teachers of national loyalty because they were 
convinced that patriotic sentiment and women’s sphere—the home and 
the family—were indivisibly entangled. In fact, they considered the fam-
ily the most important source of national loyalty. In their view, it was 
from the home that patriotic sentiment took hold of the nation’s citizens, 
especially its future generations of intrepid soldiers who would willingly 
give their lives for the nation. Consequently, American mothers had a 
patriotic duty to inculcate in their children a steadfast allegiance to the 
United States, which together with the Daughters’ efforts to commemo-
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rate the nation’s heroic past would help the organization put into practice 
its lofty motto “Home and Country.”10

 By evoking “Home and Country” as the basis of US nationalism, the 
DAR’s leaders upheld the idea of “Republican Motherhood” and staunchly 
defended it at a time when a growing number of critics questioned its valid-
ity. First formulated during the American Revolution, Republican Moth-
erhood idealized the educated and self-reliant mother who forwent her 
own ambitions to devote all of her energies to raising a future generation 
of virtuous citizens and supporting her husband in the process of nation-
building. While they were barred from equal citizenship and political par-
ticipation, women’s domestic virtues as wives and mothers were regarded 
as the backbone of the republic. Throughout the nineteenth century, this 
politicized ideal of domesticity became the yardstick for feminine perfec-
tion among white middle-class Americans. This ideal intersected with the 
similarly dominant middle-class concept of “true womanhood” in which 
women ideally would be confined to the home and required to remain 
modest as well as sexually pure. For true women, motherhood and submis-
sive wifehood were believed to be the epitome of femininity.11 Only Repub-
lican Motherhood and true womanhood, the Daughters insisted, would 
safeguard the family, the home, and the nation.
 What differentiated the DAR from similar women’s associations was 
its focus on patriotic memory and restrictive membership requirements. 
Following the example of the SAR, the Daughters admitted only those 
women who could prove lineal descent from American patriots who ac-
tively contributed to the cause of the American Revolution. Acceptable 
ancestors were mostly men, including members of the Continental Army, 
civil officers, and the signers of the Declaration of Independence, but the 
descendants of women who “rendered material aid to the cause of inde-
pendence” or served as nurses were also encouraged to apply.12 The DAR’s 
relative exclusivity and prestige as well as a growing public interest in ge-
nealogy around 1900 proved powerful recruiting tools among America’s 
white middle and upper classes. By 1915 the DAR boasted a membership of 
almost 100,000, with more than 1,500 chapters in all forty-eight states and 
several other countries. These numbers dwarfed similar ancestral women’s 
organizations such as the Colonial Dames, whose focus on commemorat-
ing colonial America and more stringent membership requirements in-
creased its exclusivity but diminished its influence. The DAR’s membership 
also surpassed that of the United Daughters of the Confederacy, a south-
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ern women’s organization that was founded in 1894 to commemorate the 
former Confederacy and its fallen heroes. By the late 1920s the Daughters 
of the American Revolution had almost 200,000 dues-paying members, 
which made it the country’s largest patriotic women’s organization.13

 The DAR’s organizational structure served to create a very homoge-
neous membership roster, which was composed almost exclusively of 
white middle-class Protestants. Led by a national Board of Management, it 
was a highly centralized association, although chapters and state organiza-
tions were granted considerable autonomy. The board was composed of 
the president general, national officers such as the historian general, and 
state regents for each state or territory. The board admitted new members, 
granted charters to new chapters, and determined the national organiza-
tion’s policies, which it put to a vote before the chapter regents and other 
delegates at the DAR’s annual Continental Congress in Washington, DC. 
None of these various officers received a salary; for that reason only women 
of means could afford to accept such positions. The DAR’s high dues and 
initiation fees had a similarly selective impact on the composition of the 
rank and file. Especially the organization’s leadership posts were extremely 
time-consuming and required a high level of education and administrative 
experience. Most members had completed high school, and a consider-
able number held college degrees. After marriage, they focused on rearing 
their children and could afford to stay at home because many of them were 
married to affluent businessmen, politicians, or educators. The Daughters 
clearly moved within privileged social circles and regarded themselves as 
part of America’s female elite.14

 Although the DAR’s founding generation included a number of liberal 
clubwomen, the organization became increasingly conservative after 1914. 
This development was the result of a conspicuous ideological shift during 
World War I. In its early years, the Daughters supported many campaigns 
associated with Progressivism, including settlement houses and laws re-
stricting child labor. But in the wake of the Great War, the organization 
experienced a process of radicalization that led its leaders to strongly sup-
port military preparedness and antiradicalism while adamantly opposing 
government intervention on behalf of the downtrodden. For the rest of the 
twentieth century the DAR warned that socialism and communism would 
destroy the American nation, a fear that influenced the Daughters’ views 
on virtually every aspect related to their activism, including memory, im-
migration, and feminism.15 In a similar fashion, reflecting the organiza-
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tion’s emphasis on Republican Motherhood and true womanhood, many 
members opposed the woman suffrage movement, rejecting claims that 
the right to vote constituted a form of female empowerment. They also 
scoffed at the New Woman, denouncing her independence and seemingly 
unfeminine style and manners as unpatriotic and selfish. Even after World 
War II, the Daughters continued to oppose feminist calls for full gender 
equality.
 While this study attempts to do justice to the DAR’s long and complex 
history, it focuses on the Daughters’ most visible commemorative activi-
ties between 1890 and 1945, when the organization was most influential. 
Chapter 1 examines the DAR’s gendered interpretations of patriotism 
and its efforts to commemorate the American Revolution. It explores the 
organization’s turn toward antiradicalism in the post–World War I era 
and analyzes its impact on their remembrance of colonial and Revolu-
tionary America in the interwar period. Although the Daughters coun-

Figure I.1. Members of the Daughters of the American Revolution in front of DAR headquarters, 1919. Cour-
tesy of Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division, Harris & Ewing Collection, LC-H261-30167.


