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Abstract:
During the Great Depression, veteran politics played a significant role in the turmoil experienced in
the United States. Most famously, the 1932 Bonus March brought thousands of World War One veterans
to Washington, D.C. to protest for the early payment of their bonus. The “Forgotten Man,” a term
popularized in a 1932 campaign speech by Franklin Roosevelt, eventually came to include World War I
veterans as a key demographic of men forgotten by their government amid the crisis.
Yet, the term the “Forgotten Man” obscures the influence, struggle, and legacy of the thousands of
American women who also served in World War One and lacked government recognition for that service.
The “Forgotten Woman” served her nation, but unlike her male counterparts, the government did not
acknowledge her as a veteran or provide any benefits. Only a minority of the American women who
supported the military during the war were eligible for official veteran status. Instead, gender-based
restrictions meant that most women served as civilians and did not qualify for veteran status.
These overlooked women form the central players in my forthcoming book, Forgotten Veterans,
Invisible Memorials: How American Women Commemorated the Great War, 1917-1945. My book
investigates how American women who served or sacrificed during World War One commemorated that
conflict. I argue that these female activists considered their community service and veterans advocacy to
be forms of commemoration just as significant and effective as traditional methods of commemoration
such as memorials. As part of their commemorative work, many of women these advocated on their own
behalf to gain veteran status and the benefits they believed they had earned.
In my conference paper, I will examine how these women combined commemoration with their
campaign to be defined as veterans. I will query what it means to be an unrecognized veteran and show
how this cohort of women navigated their postwar challenges. Using examples from different
communities of women, I will demonstrate how their experiences shaped the future of both women’s
service in the American military and the long-term development of veterans benefits in the United States.
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