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In March 1945 Janet Geister, a well-known nursing leader, responded in the ‘Plain
Talk’ column of the Trained Nurse and Hospital Review to ongoing discussions about
nursing shortages in the United States military. Geister’s final comment in the column
exposed a persistent conflict that had long plagued civilian and military nursing and
nursing care and which the necessities of war exacerbated. ‘I’ve often wondered, as I
read that “men are dying for want of nursing care”’, she wrote, ‘if these men would
cavil over the colour or texture of the hands that might save them’.1 With this question,
Geister raised the most important issue shaping twentieth-century nursing: who was
qualified to be a nurse and why? The exclusion of non-white women and men of all
races from professional nursing had, since the end of the nineteenth century, shaped
the question of professional qualifications. By the middle of the Second World War,
nursing shortages forced the military, the professional nursing establishment and the
public to recognise and debate this situation.

In 1945, after an almost fifteen-year-long campaign, African American female
nurses, with the support of the National Association of Colored Graduate Nurses
(NACGN), won their struggle to desegregate the United States Army Nurse Corps
(ANC). That fight had gained momentum in the late 1930s, and by the beginning of the
Second World War, it had become part of a larger movement to end all discrimination
against African Americans in the United States. To label this victory as a civil rights
success, however, is to acknowledge only one part of the story. The desegregation
of the ANC, which had begun in mid-1944 was also, and perhaps more importantly,
the story of how gendered ideologies about nursing in both the military and civil-
ian society ultimately overrode reservations about race. While black female nurses
were successful in breaking down racial barriers, white male nurses were thwarted in
their bid to eliminate gender discrimination. This is an important but unrecognised
aspect of the wartime struggle among white male and African American female nurses
to challenge their exclusion from the ANC. It reveals a little discussed episode in
the temporary shift of gender roles during the war and is even more intriguing be-
cause the recruitment of nurses was a priority for military officials during the Second
World War.

C© 2012 Blackwell Publishing Ltd., 9600 Garsington Road, Oxford OX4 2DQ, UK and 350 Main Street, Malden, MA 02148, USA.



Gender, Race and the Politics of Nursing in the United States during the Second World War 457

In her path-breaking article, ‘African American Women and the Metalanguage
of Race’, Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham persuasively argued that race has functioned
historically as a ‘metalanguage’, shaping notions of gender and sexuality and even
overriding social perceptions of biological sex.2 Through an examination of nineteenth-
century court cases involving racial discrimination, Higginbotham challenged the pri-
macy of gender in shaping the destinies of African American women and showed how
racial thinking altered perceptions of womanhood before and after the Civil War. The
different circumstances of African American female and white male nurses during the
Second World War demonstrates how under certain historical conditions, ideas about
gender could be used to overcome racial discrimination in breaking down systems of
occupational segregation in some cases, but also to maintain them in others.

More than any other moment in United States history, the Second World War
revealed an underlying social division of labour that challenged the workforce needs
of wartime mobilisation. Pre-war job segregation by race and sex produced a hierar-
chy within the labour market that defined the jobs available to the American worker.
This ‘typing’ of jobs – based on sex and race – guided employers in their employ-
ment practices and was fundamental to institutionalising both social and economic
inequality.3 Challenging these practices and countering traditional assumptions that
defined work as ‘men’s’ or ‘women’s’, ‘white’ or ‘non-white’ was extremely difficult.
Wartime labour shortages, however, created an opening.

That the dislocations of war, especially the Second World War, provided a mech-
anism to effect social change is hardly a new claim. Scholars have long viewed the
period from 1941 to 1945 as a moment to examine changes in cultural values that
defined sex role behaviours and race relations. Many historians have found that the
Second World War provided both the catalyst for long-term changes in the status of
American women and the opportunity to strengthen civil rights activism because of
the war’s promise of democracy and equality for all.4 William Chafe’s The American
Women and Mary Dudziak’s Cold War Civil Rights are two classic examples of these
arguments. These studies provide a very good foundation to explore the push for race
and gender equity and equality; however, they also reveal one glaring disadvantage.
These and other studies have often explored race and gender ideologies in isolation
from each other.

Recently, scholarship has begun to examine how ideas about race and gender
intersected to support and/or hinder opportunities for social and economic equality.
Susan Hirsch’s After the Strike, for example, argues that ‘employers have always
considered race and gender simultaneously when they define the criteria for hiring’.5

Even when the federal government banned the overt use of race discrimination in
the defence industry during the Second World War, race and gender remained ‘the
basis for inequitable polices in the workplace’.6 For women, gender equity became the
definitive arena in the struggle for economic equality as their entrance into male-defined
workspaces was constructed as temporary. But some women – African American and
white – had a narrow view of gender equity that accepted the exclusion of men from
occupations typed as ‘female’, even as they argued against the exclusion of women
from so-called ‘male’ occupations. African American female nurses’ attempts to end
race discrimination in the armed forces Nurse Corps for example, stressed nursing
as a female occupation, rejecting the notion that race determined ability to nurse. As
the war progressed, public discourse on the social division of labour expanded. The
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debates over the employment of women workers in occupations that had been defined
as ‘male’ grew to include the employment of male workers in ‘female’ occupations,
most specifically in the field of nursing.

The puzzle that male nurses presented in the debates about alleviating nursing
shortages and wartime work is intriguing for a number of reasons.7 The very idea
of employing male nurses challenged the notion, dominant in this period, that one’s
sex determined one’s status as ‘combatant’ or ‘noncombatant,’ ‘caregiver’ or ‘soldier’.
Furthermore, males requesting duty as nurses often placed their masculinity in question.
Even arguments that suggested that male nurses could keep women from dangerous
or combat situations or be used to care for soldiers with psychological problems
did not change this concern. Finally, according to the 1940 census, fewer than 150
African American male nurses claimed nursing as a profession. Challenging gender
discrimination, therefore, was mainly the story of white male nurses.8 Most of the
scholarship thus far on nursing during the war has focused primarily on the efforts
by female nurses to gain professionalisation or achieve permanent recognition within
the military, and the struggle by black female nurses to overcome racial barriers.9

However, the fate of professionally trained male nurses who sought recognition in a
job gender-typed as female remains largely unknown.10

Nursing as a female obligation?

Since the Civil War, ideas about gender have profoundly influenced the nursing profes-
sion and the practice and identity of care giving. Historically, it has been a profession
largely connected to women and seen as an extension of women’s allegedly inherent
nurturing qualities and duties performed within the home. Well into the twentieth cen-
tury, as Susan Reverby has observed, training and wage earning potential did not alter
‘the assumption that [nursing work] was based on womanly duty requiring service to
others’.11 Men could and did train as nurses, but their educational and job opportuni-
ties were severely limited. There were few schools of nursing that trained men, and
those that did often trained men for the few nursing jobs open to them, for example
in psychiatric nursing where their physical strength was seen as an asset on the job.12

However, even in these jobs, men competed with women. These beliefs influenced
behaviours that shaped labour force patterns within the nursing profession.

As part of the Army Reorganization Act of 1901, the United States Congress
authorised the founding of a permanent corps of female nurses within the US Army,
under the command of the Army Medical Department (AMEDD).13 The ANC differed
in a number of significant ways from the rest of the US Army establishment. First,
only women could join the ANC according to the Act. Strong lobbying by women
at the turn of the century, as well as a general acceptance by the public that nursing
was a female occupation meant that there were few acceptable places for male nurses
in the civilian profession and no acceptable place for men in the ANC. Women who
wished to serve in the ANC had to pass a series of exams and meet a number of
stringent requirements. These included a notarised statement of the applicant’s health,
a letter of recommendation from the superintendent of her training school that attested
to her ‘moral character and professional qualifications’ and a mental examination.14

The evaluation of a nurse’s professional training, as well as her mental and moral
character, resulted in an almost uniformly white organisation that was both sex- and
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race-restrictive. African American female nurses, with few exceptions, faced many of
the same restrictions male nurses faced prior to the Second World War. By the end
of the 1930s, both African American female nurses and white male nurses sought an
end to the constraints that had governed the ANC for nearly forty years.15 Arguably,
the restrictive policies against which black female and white male nurses struggled
contributed to the nursing shortage that plagued the military throughout the latter half
of the Second World War.16 Both male and African American female nurses saw the
shortage as an opportunity to gain entry into military nursing positions.

The Army Reorganization Act of 1901 never referred to either the rank or status
of nurses. This was an additional difference between the ANC and the rest of the US
Army establishment. Congress and Army leadership were reluctant to assign official
rank or status to women in the military even if they were nurses. The only stipulation
defining the job and organisation of the ANC was that the Nurse Corps would consist
of a ‘superintendent, chief nurses, nurses, and reserve nurses’.17 The Surgeon General
approved the appointment of nurses for a period of three years of service. From the
very beginning, these distinctions caused numerous problems for the ANC, especially
regarding the question of rank. Nurses held an ambiguous position within the US Army;
they were members of the Army, yet without the rank or authority of a clearly defined
place within the military hierarchy. This resulted in a difficult relationship between
Army nurses and medical officers, especially those who ‘had no wish to see women
in the Army’.18 Nurses reported being ignored, assigned extra duties and, according to
one nurse, ‘harassed by the petty jealousies and vagaries, peculiar to the temperament
of some officers and corpsmen’.19 They also dealt with less pay, inadequate food rations
and no access to retirement pay. By the end of the First World War, it was obvious to
nurses and their supporters that clearly defined status and rank with the US Army was
the only way to avoid the abuse and unfair treatment experienced by the nurses since
the founding of the ANC.20 While still cautious about giving women full rank and
official status in the US military, Congress compromised and President Wilson signed
a bill that provided Army nurses with ‘relative rank’ or rank comparable to other Army
officers in June 1920. The Secretary of War defined exactly what ‘relative rank’ meant
for Army nurses. He decreed that Army nurses would be accorded the same respect
and protection as other commissioned officers, including the right to wear the insignia
of their grade and the privilege of salute, but denied Army nurses the right to command
and the corresponding pay of men of the same commissioned rank.21 By the middle
of the Second World War, nurses had achieved quite a lot in both status and treatment
within the Army, but they still faced a number of challenges, including the fact that
they remained unincorporated into the regular Army establishment. In reality, female
nurses remained an auxiliary to the regular Army in a space that set them apart from
just about every other individual serving in the US Army. This was just one of the
many factors that made drafting female nurses or including male nurses in the ranks
of the ANC difficult and controversial subjects.

In his annual address to Congress on 6 January 1945, President Franklin D. Roo-
sevelt announced his support for legislation that would expand the Selective Service
Act of 1940 to include, for the first time in American history, the addition of female
nurses for service within the United States military.22 The 1940 Act was already sex
specific in defining the defence of the nation as an obligation of men. It mandated the
conscription of all men between the ages of twenty-one and thirty-five for military
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service; once the United States entered the war, the draft expanded to include all men
between the ages of eighteen and forty-five. Amending the Selective Service Act of
1940 required instituting a draft that would not only be occupationally specific, but
also focus on drafting women into military service. It was the latter part of this proposal
that was most controversial, as military service was not seen as an obligation of women
before the Second World War. Yet, in 1942, Roosevelt had agreed to the creation of
a corps of female service members known as the Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps
and subsequently the Women’s Army Corps. In the same year, female commissioned
officers began serving in the Navy as part of the Women Accepted for Volunteer Emer-
gency Service. In 1945, Roosevelt’s response to a reported deficiency of nearly 20,000
nurses was to support the Surgeon General of the Army, Norman T. Kirk’s recom-
mendation that the need for nurses come ‘by a Congressional draft’.23 Representative
Andrew J. May introduced House Bill 1284, ‘an act to insure adequate medical care
for the armed forces’, otherwise known as the Draft Nurse Bill, to Congress and later
to the Committee on Military Affairs.

Roosevelt and the bill’s proponents hoped that the implementation of a nurse draft
would result in a quick resolution of the nurse shortage. This anticipated resolution,
however, elicited more criticism of the idea of drafting women into the military than
support for the nurse draft bill and highlighted a growing public debate about race
and gender in the nursing profession. The call to draft female nurses also drew further
public attention to discrimination against white male and non-white female nurses
who wished to serve in the ANC and as nurses in civilian society. Escalating concern
about care for soldiers reduced some objections to non-white women and white men
providing care for wounded soldiers. However, it was non-white women, not white
men, who ultimately succeeded in gaining entry to the ANC.

Conversations about drafting women, female nurses in particular, had been quietly
brewing for months before Roosevelt’s announcement in January 1945, especially
among those who supported Selective Service for all American citizens.24 In a scathing
editorial in December 1944, journalist Walter Lippmann pointed out that among the
real causes of the nursing shortage was the fact that ‘women are not subject to the
draft . . . [O]nly an aroused and informed public opinion, focused as it may be by a
Congressional inquiry could break this logjam in the recruitment of women’.25 Instead
of blaming military policy, Lippmann laid the blame squarely on the shoulders of
women. The draft was necessary, in his opinion, because American women interested
in comfortable, higher-paying civilian jobs had failed in their obligation to the nation’s
fighting men. Lippmann’s editorial, published in newspapers across the country, served
as a call to arms. Caught in the frenzy of reports that suggested that soldiers were
dying for want of care, some began to see drafting nurses as the most obvious means of
addressing a desperate situation.26 Nevertheless, drafting women into military service
was a delicate subject that, with the exception of Lippmann, few had spoken of so
publicly until December 1944. It was, after all, a radical idea that would necessitate
refashioning military service as an obligation and responsibility of not only American
men, but also American women. While the draft purportedly focused on a single group
of women, some feared it would not be long before all women were subject to the
draft.

Drafting female nurses was not only a sensitive subject but also a dangerous pro-
posal, according to individuals who opposed compulsory military service for women.
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Those who adamantly opposed the idea did so for a number of reasons. First, some
nurses argued that drafting nurses for military service was the wrong approach as it
singled out a small population of American women.27 In this way, a draft would make
only one occupational group of women subject to the draft. Catherine Dempsey, presi-
dent of the American Association of Industrial Nurses, argued instead that it would be
fairer and more sensible to institute a universal draft for all women.28 Second, drafting
female nurses did not address the problem of how a shortage had occurred in the first
place. Instead, the proposal drew attention to the military’s gender and racial bias in
their refusal to employ several thousand professionally trained white male nurses avail-
able or serving in the military, most often outside of the medical department, as well as
the thousands of available African American female nurses who remained barred from
military service because of racial discrimination.29 Indeed, proposals to draft nurses
explicitly focused on drafting white female nurses. If the military was so desperate for
nurses, why did it not allow any nurse to volunteer for service in the Nurse Corps?

Testifying before Congress as a concerned citizen, Agnes Waters took the ob-
jection to drafting female nurses a step further.30 Waters, a far-right, staunch anti-
communist activist, argued that drafting female nurses would not only penalise and
enslave ‘the most patriotic group of women in all of the world’, ‘it would set
the precedent to draft all women and all civilians as labor slaves and destroy our
Republic’.31 She saw in the drafting of female nurses a communistic defeat of a
democracy based on human rights, a defeat that would lead the nation to a Russian-
style society that failed to protect the sanctity of womanhood. While this example
represents an extreme opposition to drafting female nurses, one from within the con-
text of a far-right conservative viewpoint, it highlights the underlying tension of a
concerned public. Should the military take such a drastic route, many feared the out-
come would almost certainly alter gender roles and behaviours, perhaps permanently.
This tension was never about whether women could or should do the job they were
doing at home or in civilian life, but was concerned instead with instituting what was
tantamount to mandatory military service for a group of American women when mil-
itary obligation had always been defined as a masculine duty. The War Department,
nursing leaders and Congress faced these conflicting dilemmas as the nursing shortage
became critical in the remaining months of 1944. According to Surgeon General Kirk,
the ANC needed an additional 18,000 nurses to meet the needs of wounded and return-
ing soldiers.32 This assessment provided an additional opening for white male nurses
and African American female nurses. Nevertheless, this was not the first time since the
war started that either group navigated the possibilities of enlistment by challenging
the gender and racial discrimination in Nurse Corps policies.

Nurse or soldier?

In late 1939 and early 1940, the American Red Cross, the staffing agency for the the
armed forces nurse corps, introduced the Nursing Service Program as a way to enlist
male nurses. The programme recruited male nurses into the Army medical department
as ‘medical technicians’ or ‘corpsmen’ with the opportunity for advancement as non-
commissioned officers after an initial four months of service. From the beginning,
however, male nurses dismissed the programme. They argued that because men and
women received similar training, men were ‘accepted for membership in all national
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nursing organizations’ and men were ‘eligible for registration in every state in the
Union’, they should receive commission in the ANC like their female colleagues.33

The passage of the Selective Service Act of 1940 only reinforced the War Depart-
ment’s and Red Cross’s commitment to recruiting men in the Nursing Service Program.
It combined the military’s need for soldiers with the medical department’s need for
support close to combat troops. The Red Cross informed male nurses that registering
with the Nursing Service Program would ensure that their extensive experience and
training placed them into positions within the medical department. This would provide
them with a better chance of promotion to technical sergeant if there were vacancies
and perhaps eventual qualification for Officers Candidate School. Overall, the War
Department and Red Cross believed that this form of service was the best offer male
nurses could hope to achieve inside the United States military.34

This plan for the promotion of male nurses proved problematic for several
reasons. First, while many nursing leaders believed that the Nursing Service Program
was the first step to eventual acceptance of men into the ANC, not all men registered
with the Red Cross. Registration with the Red Cross was voluntary, not mandatory for
any person with a nursing degree, and many men were suspicious that the programme
was nothing more than appeasement. In fact, in protest some men refused to register
at all. In a letter to Senator Henry C. Lodge, Mitchell Blake angrily noted, ‘I have
been criticized . . . for not joining the Red Cross Service’ but will not do so until
‘those of us who wished to devote our services can do so without reservation –
and without doing the work of a hospital orderly’.35 Blake’s terse reply reveals the
general sense of disgust that many male nurses felt at the blatant disregard for their
training. It was unacceptable that their sex determined that they would serve in a
semi-skilled role in the medical department regardless of training. Second, while
male nurses wanted guarantees of advancement and possibly officer’s status, the War
Department stated that promotion would occur only if vacancies existed in particular
ranks.36 This meant that registering with the Red Cross was no guarantee of better
standing within the medical department of the Army or even assignments within it.
Finally, because there was no guarantee of promotion for men with nursing degrees
and training, in some cases men with limited training as medics received promotion
before men with civilian nursing degrees. In this case, promotion was not contingent
on having a nursing degree prior to joining or being drafted into the Army. In fact, the
scepticism of male nurses was revealed to be well-placed: Deputy Surgeon General
George Lull later disclosed in his testimony before Congress that only twenty-nine
professional male nurses had received an officer’s commission in the Medical Corps
by early 1945.37 If the War Department was so concerned with the best health care for
its soldiers, why not allow men to join the ANC or, at the very least, some suggested,
form a sub-branch of the Nurse Corps focused on the specialties of male nurses?38 This
was one of many questions male nurses posed to the Surgeon General during the war.

The War Department and Surgeon General’s office often responded to these
questions by centring on the impracticality of employing male nurses, an argument
also used to limit African American female nurse participation. Responding to the
American Nurses’ Association push to revoke the law that designated the ANC as
female and include males, Brigadier General Albert G. Love replied:

I regret that this office cannot concur in your opinion. It would be impracticable to employ male
nurses in time of peace since such employment could complicate unnecessarily the administrative

C© 2012 Blackwell Publishing Ltd.



Gender, Race and the Politics of Nursing in the United States during the Second World War 463

problems. We feel that we have provided a satisfactory and dignified position for such male nurses
as may be employed during the military emergency. In addition, we feel sure that the Secretary of
War would not approve the legislation suggested by you.39

Focusing on the ‘administrative problems’ involved in reversing the forty-year law
mandating that only females work in the ANC, the Surgeon General’s office circum-
vented the subject of gender discrimination in the forefront of the minds of many a
male nurse.40 Further, Love’s assertion that the Secretary of War would not approve of
any proposed changes to the current practices of recruiting nurses suggests a warning to
those who tried to change them. To pursue such a course of action was unpatriotic, but
also in opposition to the war effort. Men and women each had a role, clearly delineated
by sex; front-line activities were the responsibilities of men, while support and care
giving was the responsibility of women.

This perspective on gender difference in the nursing profession in the context
of wartime recruitment raised uncomfortable questions about the responsibilities of
male nurses in the war effort even before the bombing of Pearl Harbor in 1941. Were
they nurses or soldiers? Where did male nurses serve their country best, as civilians
or in the military? According to one male nurse, ‘male nurses expect to assume
their part of the country’s defense with the rest of the men . . . [but] their proper
place in national defense is denied them’.41 Clearly, such a remark implied that male
nurses served best by serving as military nurses. Nevertheless, this duty remained out
of their grasp because nursing remained a female occupation according to military
protocol. ‘Male’ and ‘nurse’ did not belong together. Overcoming this dichotomy was
an ongoing struggle for male nurses, one that was not new during the Second World
War. Male leaders such as LeRoy Craig and Kenneth Crummer had worked for male
nurse inclusion in the ANC since the early twentieth century. In 1924, Crummer even
advertised one male nurse training school as an institution that produced ‘men who
think straight and see straight, who are capable and ready to serve where a women,
for various reasons, cannot’.42 The undertone in comments such as these highlights
the advantages of allowing male nurses into ANC. It also underscores the fact that
male nurses believed strongly that they faced unfair treatment and disregard for their
experience and training because of their sex. Male nurses and others could agree that
assigning eligible men to military duty outside the Nurse Corps was a poor use of the
work force, but in the same vein, some argued that males should be recruited in civilian
hospitals to supplement the shortage of female nurses entering military service. The
National Nursing Council for War Service (NNCWS) for example, issued a statement
on the distribution of nurses during the war that said, ‘The number of men nurses, if
assigned to military duty in the army, would be infinitesimal compared to the great
need of these workers in civilian life, to help meet the shortage of women nurses’.43

During the first two-and-a-half years of the war little changed for male nurses.
Public discourse about nurses remained focused on the recruitment of white women,
while the military all but ignored appeals from men. Male nurse advocates were baffled
about what to do to change the War Department’s opinion of trained male nurses. The
War Department repeatedly argued that male nurses ‘are not normally used by the
Medical Department in times of peace’ but might be used in accordance with provisions
of the Selective Service Act during wartime as medical technicians and orderlies.44

This response allowed the War Department the space to disregard much of the interest
and curiosity in the use of male nurses. Even as men pointed out the unfairness of
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women entering the Nurse Corps as officers when both received similar training, the
Army continued to be confident that male nurses received fair treatment. Yet in spite
of the American Nurses’ Association’s (ANA) positive position on integrating men,
including a formal petition to the Surgeon General of the Army ‘respectfully requesting
that graduate, registered, professional male nurses . . . be given the opportunity to serve
as nurses’, military officials continued to oppose the integration of men.45

Colonel Florence A. Blanchfield, chief of the ANC in 1943, argued that the Nurse
Corps would not be a satisfactory place for men. ‘Our standing is not as good and
in some respects not as secure’, she wrote to John Welch of the New York State
Nurses’ Association. Female nurse officers only carried a rank ‘relative’ to men in
the regular Army, without many of the same benefits as male commissioned officers.
Therefore, incorporating male nurses into the ANC would provide men with an empty
title and only a temporary place in the military as compared to other male officers.46

The underlying implication of this and other opinions on male military service was
that male nurses would want the same benefits granted to men in other positions in the
military. This would include the security of access to benefits to support their families,
retirement and career advancement. These discussions threw into relief how men’s
service alongside women in an occupation gendered female, could potentially create
unacceptable inequalities between men. According to Blanchfield ‘No doubt men with
relative rank would be more conscious of this difference in status than women are’47

In order to avoid this uncomfortable situation, the medical department assured male
nurses that by keeping them out of the Nurse Corps and assigning them to positions
within the regular Army, they were only looking out for the ‘best interest of registered
male nurses’.48

A long tradition of gender segregation in nursing complicated the integration of
men. Interestingly, the medical department and Colonel Blanchfield’s assertion that
male nurses needed to be protected from unequal treatment in the ANC highlights the
hypocrisy of the treatment of female military nurse officers who received only ‘relative
rank’ or rank comparable to that of male officers, at least until June 1944. In effect,
the Army denied women the full benefits and security of military service. Accepting
male nurses into the ANC would require that the Army acknowledge this discrepancy,
and perhaps force it to consider equal treatment for women. By focusing on the reasons
that male nurses should be denied entry into the ANC, Army representatives shifted
the spotlight away from gender inequality. However, this did not diminish male nurses’
hopes that the need for nurses would supersede gender discrimination.

If gender ideals obstructed white men’s access to the ANC, similar gender ideals
worked in the opposite way to allow African American female nurses to overcome
discrimination at the same time. In their case, the typing of nursing as a female
occupation overrode the practice of racial discrimination. From the outset, the challenge
posed by African American female nurses differed in two distinct ways from that
posed by male nurses. The first was the existence of their national organising body:
the National Association of Colored Graduate Nurses (NACGN). Founded in 1908,
this national advocacy body focused on improving the professional lives of African
American nurses throughout the country. By the late 1930s, they turned their attention
to the desegregation of the armed forces Nurse Corps, particularly, the ANC. The
existence of a national body meant that their campaigns were well organised and
extensive. By comparison, with the exception of a ‘Men Nurses’ Section’ created
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by the ANA as a sub-committee in 1940, there was no single, national, governing
body dedicated to supporting and addressing the needs of male nurses, white or non-
white.49 Instead, combating discrimination remained in the hands of a small number
of individual male nurses, the Men Nurses’ Section of the ANA and various state
nursing associations, and their female supporters. The second difference between the
two groups was African American female nurses’ successful ability, especially in the
latter half of the war, to use gender difference and traditional understandings about
gender roles to overcome race restrictions within the ANC. Instead of combining their
efforts with male nurses to end all restrictive employment policies in the ANC, African
American female nurses could, and ultimately did, argue that as women they had an
obligation and responsibility to provide care for those in need, especially soldiers; race
should not hinder that gendered responsibility.50

Race discrimination in the military had played a distinct role in keeping African
American female nurses from fully participating early in the war effort. During the
first two years of the war, the War Department made the decision to accept only a
small number of African American female nurses to serve with segregated troops
at segregated bases in the south and southwest. This was one of many attempts by
the Army to circumscribe African American participation in the war effort. In fact,
according to a report co-authored by the National Nursing Council for War Service
(NNCWS) and the NACGN, only 330 black female nurses served in the Army out
of an estimated 8,000 by early 1945. Interestingly, while highlighting a deficiency
of nearly twenty thousand nurses and the harm done to the health and well-being
of American soldiers by discriminating against African American nurses, the report
made no mention of the use of male nurses to help alleviate the nursing shortages. The
report argued that increasing the number of African American female nurses would
‘demonstrate that as American men, regardless of race, creed, or color are fighting
for democracy, American women are being given the opportunity, equally without
discrimination, to care for them when ill or wounded’. It seemed that for the NNCWS
and the NACGN, the nursing shortage was a problem with a solution that concerned
women exclusively.51

The only comparable attempt among male nurses to publicise the use of men within
the ANC came in December 1943. The Men Nurses’ Section of the ANA published
an article in the American Journal of Nursing as the NNCWS focused on ending
discrimination against African American nurses. Amid information on educational
levels and other general statistics about male nurses, the data collected by the Men
Nurses’ Section revealed that at least 320 graduate male nurses were serving with
the armed forces in 1943 and another 2,000 were available for service according to
census information. While ‘a large proportion of the men nurses . . . [were] assigned
to services where their nursing experience [could] be used’, most were not; therefore,
the ‘nursing and medical service has lost these men nurses who could have made
a valuable contribution’. Placing these statistics alongside the NNCWS’s report, the
failure to mention male nurses in the NNCWS report is significant for two reasons.
First, the number of male nurses serving in the armed forces was just ten fewer
than the number of African American female nurses serving in the Nurse Corps, and
yet the council seemingly ignored the fact that recruitment and use of male nurses
could help reduce the nursing shortage which they argued hindered the health of
American soldiers. Second, the NNCWS’s report failed to recognise that nearly fifty
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per cent of the nursing shortage – based on the census numbers of African American
female and white male nurses available – could disappear with the use of both these
groups. Although the goal of the Men Nurses’ Section article was to ‘secure as much
information as possible . . . [which] will be extremely useful when and if legislation
is introduced’, the NNCWS’s failure to use this information in its report a year later
or to produce a separate report on male nurses and the nursing shortage is telling. The
NNCWS reproduced cultural discourses that portrayed nursing as a quintessentially
female profession, even in the face of a severe nursing shortage.52

According to most ANC records, though the supply of white female nurses re-
mained constant early in the war, by the middle of 1944 their numbers had not kept
up with demand.53 Rapid changes in the recruitment numbers during the summer and
autumn of that year did not help matters. From month to month, the number of nurses
needed fluctuated by as much as 10,000, yet it was obvious to the Army that the need
was increasing, with a predicted 60,000 nurses needed by the end of the summer of
1944. The Army’s recruitment campaigns were not doing the job they expected if the
need for nurses was so great. This was not because the public lacked the information.
According to an American Journal of Nursing article, ‘78 percent of the population . . .

were aware of the shortage of nurses’ and was growing ‘increasingly impatient with
the Army’s refusal to use available nurses’.54 Rumblings in the New York Times noted
that the Army pushed for recruitment of 1,000 nurses a month in the summer of 1944,
while the Army and War Department announced a decision to increase the number
of black nurses serving in the Nurse Corps. However, even this bold change did not
ease the nursing shortage, nor for that matter, discrimination against the acceptance of
African American female nurses. Their numbers remained under 350 well into early
1945.55 Drastic measures and a new strategy to recruit nurses was necessary. This fact
became even more poignant in December 1944, when the Surgeon General found it
necessary to ‘send eleven general hospitals to overseas service without nurses’; the
nursing shortage had finally hit its crisis.56 It was this predicament, coupled with wor-
ries about the ability to care for both the civilian population and fighting men, which
led the Surgeon General of the Army, Norman T. Kirk and others to admit that a draft
of female nurses might be necessary, even as they rejected proposals to accept men
into the ANC.

Legislating gender equality?

Legislative attempts in the spring of 1944 provided male nurses some optimism in their
contest over military service and nursing. Congresswomen Francis Bolton of Ohio was
among a number of legislators and citizens who, in light of nursing needs for American
soldiers, pressed for legislative action that would allow male nurses into the ANC. In
early spring, Bolton introduced a bill to commission female Nurse Corps officers into
the regular Army. Nearly a year after members of the Women’s Army Corps gained
full Army status as commissioned officers, members of the ANC remained under the
vague designation of ‘relative rank’.57 As part of her bill, Bolton also suggested the
removal of ‘female’ from the current law governing the ANC as a way to ensure no
further discrimination against female nurses and as a way to remove the barriers to the
inclusion of male nurses. Had the bill passed as Bolton first suggested it, male nurses
would have gained their first real victory in their struggle for equality. It would have
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been difficult after the removal of the word ‘female’ for either the War Department or
Surgeon General to keep men out of the Nurse Corps without appearing prejudicial.
The original bill was defeated, but a modified version drafted by the War Department
did pass. The President signed House Resolution (HR) 4445 into law on 22 June 1944,
without the removal of the word ‘female’ from the current Nurse Corps law. Bolton
relayed her disappointment over the matter writing to a male nurse, ‘I am well aware
of the problems you are faced with and think the Army and Navy very unwise in their
refusal to use your trained services to full capacity . . . I am particularly troubled that
we have not been able to make a dent in the situation’.58 Even in the context of severe
nursing shortages, the War Department continued to reinforce the notion that nursing
was a female domain.

While Congress had debated the value of providing women nurses full rank
within the regular Army, Congressman Thomas Lane of Massachusetts went further
than Bolton’s suggestion of removing ‘female’ from the law governing the ANC
by introducing a bill to grant commissions to male nurses. In May 1944, the bill,
HR 4760 went to the Committee on Military Affairs for discussion but eventually
failed. A month later, at the ANA’s annual conference in Buffalo, New York, the
organisation announced public encouragement for male nurses when they passed a
resolution supporting commissions for male nurses in the ANC. Given the legislative
discussions, the backing of the American Nurses’ Association, and most especially, the
growing concern about the nursing shortage, male nurses’ hope for a significant change
in their situation did not appear at all unrealistic.59 A large portion of the American
population was aware that the nursing shortage was growing progressively worse as
the war continued.60 Increasingly vocal about fears that American soldiers were not
receiving proper care and aware from news reports that African American female
nurses and male nurses were available but excluded from service, some observers
demanded that the War Department look to these groups to fill the void.61

By the beginning of 1945, the arguments for allowing males into the ANC in-
creasingly entered into public discourse as nursing shortages forced some to question
the advisability of a female-only corps. Writing to Congresswoman Bolton, male nurse
Robert Cincotta stated: ‘While the Army is crying for more nurses, it is overlooking
thousands of male RNs at its own doorstep. Can something be done about that?’62 The
Surgeon General’s office, however, remained firm in its belief that women were best
suited to serve in the Nurse Corps. In response to the suggestion of accepting male
nurses, Surgeon General Norman Kirk again demonstrated that gender ideologies were
the key factor in the War Department’s support of drafting female nurses. According
to Kirk, female nurses were

appointed for a single, specific duty for which they are particularly qualified by reason of their sex
. . . Army nurses of either sex must accord patients all the usual care required by duties of their
profession, including a variety of intimate offices and quasi-menial services. Women of officer rank
can render those duties without incongruity, while men of such rank could not.63

Women officers were better qualified on the grounds of gender identity and their as-
sumed ability to provide the menial services, such as housekeeping, emptying bedpans
and general care that doctors and hospitals had expected from them for decades. In
short, the nature of the work – cooking, cleaning and care giving – was gendered female
and therefore only women should do nursing work. Male officer nurses would be able to
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provide basic care for soldiers but would still be restricted from providing care to
women and/or children. Furthermore, according to Rear Admiral W. J. C. Agnew,
enlisted men in the Hospital Corps – the Navy equivalent of the Army Medical Corps –
were called upon to carry out many more duties beyond those involving nursing,
whereas female nurses were not. Obtaining officer’s rank in the Hospital Corps meant
performing duties ‘almost entirely . . . of an administrative nature’, therefore seldom
if any nursing duties, according to Agnew.64 In light of such knowledge, the War
Department remained committed to an all-female nursing corps. Moreover, it was
within this atmosphere that Kirk admitted the necessity of drafting female nurses
in order to meet nursing shortfalls in late 1944 and President Roosevelt decided to
support this idea in January 1945.

Roosevelt’s declaration before Congress produced unpredictable results for both
the president and supporters of the nurse draft. Public outcry over the possibility of
drafting female nurses quickly materialised.65 Driven by publicity about the avail-
ability of African American women and white male nurses, concerned citizens and
supporters of both nurse groups went on the offensive. Talk of a draft sparked a con-
frontation between black nurses’ leader Mabel Staupers and Surgeon General Kirk.
Staupers lamented the under-utilisation of qualified African American women and
asked Kirk, ‘if nurses are needed so desperately, why isn’t the Army using colored
nurses?’66 Staupers’s well-organised supporters used the call for a nurse draft to rally
and unite both black and white support for their cause by pointing out the hypocrisy
of ‘calling for a draft of nurses while excluding large numbers of black nurses will-
ing to serve’.67 Telegrams inundated the White House from groups as varied as the
NAACP, the American Federation of Labor, United Church Women and the National
Negro Council of Women. ‘Mothers and Fathers of America: It is your sons that may
never return because of inadequate nursing . . . telegraph or write to your Senators and
Representatives today’, urged one supporter of the campaign.68 The Acting Secretary
of the National Negro Congress wrote to the President that ‘the nation-wide support
which [black nurses have] received on this specific issue, we believe, indicates that
our nation and the armed forces generally are ready to accept Negro nurses on a basis
of full integration’.69 The NACGN even released a statement concluding that any bill
extending the Selective Service Act to women nurses ‘be amended in order that the
service to American soldiers be placed on the basis of need for nursing care and not
on the basis of limitations because of race, creed, or national origin’.70 Black nurses
and their supporters made a strong case for the use of black nurses; however, neither
the NACGN’s statement nor many of the letters and telegrams supporting black nurses
mention male nurses in their protest against a female draft. What could have been a
shared campaign against all discrimination within the Nurse Corps remained deeply
divided along gender lines.

Male nurses’ efforts to gain acceptance into the Nurse Corps proved more diffi-
cult. While nursing leaders such as Katherine Densford and Congresswoman Bolton
supported the idea of commissioning and using male nurses in the military, most male
nurses felt generally ignored. As one male nurse pointed out, ‘the male nurse is left out
in the cold . . . Can one honestly say that there is a shortage of nurses in an Army which
drafts male R.N.’s to work in kitchens, or fix a plane, or march in the infantry?’71 These
feelings did not stop male nurses from flooding the offices of Congresswoman Bolton
and others in the wake of Roosevelt’s announcement with telegrams that read: ‘Ten
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Thousand Men Nurses Available. Nurs[e] Draft Unnecessary’.72 While a letter from a
female superintendent of nursing read, ‘In view of the serious shortage of nurses, can-
not some way be found to use the men nurses who are now in the service . . . [T]here
must be 1000–2000 of them’.73 Certainly, the public was aware by early 1945 that
the possibility of using male nurses would lessen the nursing shortage. Nevertheless,
neither Congress nor the military did much to facilitate the acceptance of male nurses
and in most cases actively worked against such a suggestion. Bolton herself recognised
the durability of gender ideologies in the division of labour in nursing.

The Army Nurse Corps was created as a ‘female’ Corps, and there is [sic] very strong feelings that
it would be exceedingly unfortunate to change that fundamental ruling, not because men can’t nurse
well and are not really desperately needed in some of the specialties, but rather because men as a
whole do better with women nurses than men . . .

she wrote to male nurse Dan Wacks in 1945.74 Regardless of their training, education
or experience, the acceptance of male nurses, even with nursing shortages, clashed
with traditional understandings of nursing as a female duty.

Testimony before the Military Affairs Committee reveals that the possibility of
using male nurses was not far from the minds of those in attendance. Throughout
January and February 1945, military officials and nursing leaders faced questions about
the current and future employment of male nurses as an alternative, or in addition,
to drafting female nurses. Nursing leaders, including Katherine Densford, strongly
supported the use and commissioning of male nurses in the ANC. Surgeon General
Kirk and Deputy Surgeon General George Lull, however, maintained that the Army’s
preference was to continue the ANC as a ‘woman’s corps’ and use male nurses as
medical technicians or in other administrative positions within the medical department.
Their rationale was that male nurses were useful in administrative and supervisory
positions, especially in cases where doctors were not available to run medical wards and
hospitals and where no female nurses were available.75 In response to these discussions,
the War Department decided to end to all restrictions keeping African American female
nurses from joining the ANC. In March, the War Department announced that the Army
Nurse Corps would accept, without regard to race, all qualified female nurses.76 This
was a major success for African American female nurses but proved just the opposite
for male nurses. A month earlier, in February, the National Opinion Research Center
surveyed a ‘cross-section’ of white adults about receiving care from a black nurse. It
revealed that fifty-seven per cent of participants believed that receiving care from an
African American nurse would be acceptable.77 While the poll stressed the public’s
acceptance of female nurses regardless of their race, it made no mention of male
nurses. In doing so, it perpetuated an important point that the nursing shortage and
nurse draft highlighted. Nursing was, at least in the eyes of many, a female occupation
and obligation.

Nurse draft legislation did not vanish with the Surgeon General’s declaration
accepting all female nurses into the Army Nurse Corps; congressional debates over
the issue ensued for months. Representative Andrew J. May even managed to bring
HR 2277, a revision of the original Nurse Draft Bill, before the House on 5 March
1945.78 The revised bill defined which nurses could and could not be drafted. The
draft would include only unmarried women between the ages of twenty and forty-five
and registered nurses and graduates of nursing schools eligible for certification; it
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exempted any nurse who was deemed essential in their current job.79 Proponents,
including some of the staunchest supporters of African American female and white
male nurses, believed that in theory, the draft of female nurses was the first step to a
more complete Selective Service Act that would ensure adequate military support for
years to come and include all citizens. Opponents of the proposed legislation believed
it to be too one-sided in its approach, because it singled out one specific occupational
cross-section, populated mainly by women, for selective service.80 Before the House
of Representatives sent HR 2277 to the Senate for final approval, they amended it
to include a discrimination clause that added ‘sex’ to the qualifications that could
not obstruct a nurse from the draft. The Senate asked for clarification on a number
of provisions, including the discrimination clause as it pertained to male nurses.
After months of debates, the Surgeon General quietly announced to nurse leaders on
24 May 1945 that ‘no further action was to be undertaken’ regarding draft legislation,
the Senate had ‘passed over’ the bill. Nearly 25,000 women volunteered in answer
to President Roosevelt’s announcement and appeal for nurses. The War Department
avoided not only the question of the constitutionality of a female draft but also closed
off the debate about the inclusion of male nurses in the Army Nurse Corps.81

Shifting understandings of race and gender relations marked the Second World
War even while many Americans continued to embrace traditional values. While the
exigencies of war successfully refashioned women’s duties in the workforce, albeit
temporarily in some cases, they could not completely alter all responsibilities and
obligations gendered as male or female. The result was that while the possibility of
drafting female nurses succeeded in helping to end race restrictions within the Army
Nurse Corps, it also perpetuated gender discrimination against white male nurses in
both the military and civilian society. For white male nurses, gender identity became
the most important factor in determining who was best suited to provide care to
America’s fighting men. Repeatedly, when faced with questions about male nurses,
the War Department chose to reiterate traditional beliefs about gender roles, even
while faced with desperate nursing shortages, a fact that was underscored by Frances
Bolton’s recognition that the admission of male nurses to the ANC would overturn the
gender norms of the profession. Nevertheless, the debates about male nurses within the
ANC did not fade away. The nursing shortage persisted well into the post-war period
and continued to be as problematic for the Nurse Corps as it was for civilian society.
While Janet Geister’s statement about whether soldiers in need of medical assistance
cared about the race or sex of the nurse providing assistance was provocative, it did
not change the fact that in the end, the sex of the nurse did matter. Both the military
and civilian society ultimately supported the idea that nursing was the responsibility
of women, not men. Gender, rather than race, proved to be the overriding determinant
of who could serve, even at a time of serious need.
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