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The figure of the grieving mother has been intrinsic to the long history of war.  That history has been particularly gendered-inflected, deriving from what some feminist analysts see as the divisions between masculinity, militarism, and motherhood.  According to Sara Ruddick:

Mothering begins in birth and promises life; military thinking justifies

organized deliberate deaths.  A mother preserves the bodies, nurtures the

psychic growth, and disciplines the conscience of children she cares for;

the military deliberately endangers the same body, mind, and conscience in

the name of victory and abstract causes.  Mothers protect children who are at

risk; the military risks the children mothers protect.

While the somewhat essentialist constructions of motherhood expressed by Ruddick suggest a natural opposition to militarism, in fact, mothers have often been enablers of patriotic and patriarchal militarism.  Even in suffering the loss of a child during war, that grief has been buried in private rituals of implied consent.


On the other hand, recent wars, from Vietnam to Iraq, have been subjected to media exposure and political protest that have created the social space for grieving mothers to challenge publicly the legitimacy of those wars.  In the case of the Iraq War, two grieving mothers, Lila Lipscomb and Cindy Sheehan, became both iconic media figures and political representatives of forms of anti-war protest.  This paper will highlight how and why Lipscomb and Sheehan were thrust into the media spotlight and the particular ways in which they articulated their critique of the Iraq War.  Although each became representative of different forms of political protest that marked the mobilization of anti-war sentiments and activism, their positions also demarcated the constraints and contradictions of sustained radical opposition to the Iraq war and the imperialist policies undergirding that war.


Lila Lipscomb gained national attention as the grieving mother at the  emotional core of Michael Moore’s 2004 polemical documentary, Fahrenheit 9/11.  As noted by Cynthia Weber, “Lipscomb represents not just a mourning mother but the moral center of a betrayed America.”
  Indeed, Moore’s presentation of Lipscomb as a flag-waving patriotic mother who encouraged her children to join the military is essential to her political legitimacy as a grief-stricken opponent of the Bush Administration’s promotion of the Iraq War.  Both in the film and in a later interview, Lipscomb attests to the fact that she comes from “a long line of service and duty to the United States of America.  I believe in this country.  I do wave my flag every single day.”
  


Yet, Lipscomb’s faith in the country, or, more precisely, in the particular political leadership of the U.S. was shattered by the death of her son, Michael Pederson, in the early days of the Iraq War when his helicopter gunship crashed, killing all the crew members aboard.  Almost at the same time as receiving news of her son’s death, she received his last posted letter that contained a clear indictment of Bush’s rush to war.  Reading tearfully from the letter in the film, Lipscomb quotes the following sentences (sentences that concisely summarize the outrage and message of Moore’s film): “What in the world is wrong with George.  He got us out here for nothing.  I really hope they don’t re-elect that fool.”  In turn, Lipscomb makes clear that her “son got sent into harm’s way by a decision made by the president of the United States that was based on a lie.”

Lipscomb is thus situated in Moore’s film as a grieving mother whose loss is directly attributable to the Iraq War policies of the Bush Administration.  Yet, she is also a figure whose opposition is clearly rooted in populist sentiments that circumscribe Moore’s politics.  As constructed by Moore, Lipscomb is “someone who can offer her testimony to the families of state policy while keeping her patriotism intact.”
  Outside the film, Lipscomb’s anti-war opposition found an outlet in “Military Families Speak Out,” the organization for those with relatives in the military who oppose the war in Iraq.  While Lipscomb’s role as a grieving mother and opponent of Bush policies helped to legitimatize opposition to the Iraq War, its populist political perspectives also circumscribed that role.
Another grieving mother started from that sense of betrayal and populist outrage but continued on a more radical journey to seek the larger, if less popular, meaning of US imperial war.  In the process, Cindy Sheehan, confronted a more complicated range of issues around motherhood and militarism than Lila Lipscomb.  Cindy Sheehan’s life was profoundly altered when her son, Casey, was killed in combat on April 4, 2004 in Sadr City, Baghdad.  Within a short period of time, she transformed her private grief into a series of public protests against the war policies of President George W. Bush.  From an open letter to Bush on the seventh month anniversary of Casey’s death that excoriated his “reckless and wanton foreign policies,” to appearing as part of a political advertisement against Bush in the fall of 2004 to her prominent August 2005 vigil in Crawford, Texas, the site of Bush’s vacation ranch, Sheehan became a visible symbol and lightening rod for opposition to the Iraq War.
  

Reflecting on her grief at the loss of her son in that 2004 political commercial, Sheehan uses that pain and anger of the aggrieved mother to indict Bush’s warmongering:


I imagined it would hurt if one of my kids was killed, but I never imagined


it would hurt this bad, especially someone so honest and brave as Casey, my


son, when you haven’t been honest with us, when you and your advisers 


rushed us into this war.  How do you think we felt when we heard the Senate


report that said there was no link between Iraq and 9/11?


Yet, in using her position as grieving mother to attack Bush and his war policies, Sheehan entered an arena fraught with ideological overtones.  As noted by Laura Knudson, the “identity of Sheehan-as-mother enabled her activism and stance on the war to be framed by rhetorics of motherhood on the part of both the political left and right.  The rhetoric of the left used Sheehan’s motherhood to elevate and validate her activism, while on the right her mothering was questioned and problematized.”
  Responding to attacks on her as a bad mother for inserting herself in such a public way in a national debate about the war and, in the process, “neglecting” her other children, Sheehan opines:


I have received dozens of emails with this heading: Go Home and Take


Care of Your Kids…I think of all the name calling and unnecessary and untrue 

trashing of my character, this one offends me the most….First…because it is

so blatantly sexist…second…is that I believe that what I am doing is for my

children, and the world’s children…I think that the strategy of eternal

baseless war for corporate profit and greed is bad for all of our children: 

born and unborn….Constant war is not a family value.


While Sheehan’s embrace of the “Peace Mom” as a family value did attract national support, especially in the aftermath of the media attention to her Crawford Ranch vigil, she could garner that sympathy as a consequence not only of gender but also of her race.  As argued by Tina Managhan, Sheehan’s whiteness “enabled this particular grieving mother to occupy the space of and symbolically become the grieving mother in all of ‘us’ (a symbolic mother to the nation) – constituting a particular ‘us’ and nation in turn.”
  Given what other critics have commented on concerning the remoteness of this “new American way of war” from the average US citizen, Sheehan’s aggrieved public status provided many with the kind of emotional connection absent for most (white) Americans.

Yet, even as the invisible appeal of the whiteness in her grief bestowed legitimacy on Sheehan, the partisan nature of her attacks on Bush (and later the Democrats) would transfigure her role as a “counterpublic catalyst” for the anti-war opposition.  Counterpublic catalysts provide “alternative styles of political behavior and alternative norms of public speech.”
  Certainly, as noted by cognitive linguist George Lakoff, Sheehan was able to reframe the debate on the war by embodying the metaphor of a nurturing parent versus Bush’s embodiment of the strict disciplinary father.  However, beyond that metaphorical reframing, Sheehan was able to “re-energize the antiwar movement and enlarge the legitimate arena of public debate by articulating doubt.”
  However to the degree that Sheehan raised public doubt and dissent, she opened herself up to vitriolic denunciations from those hyperpatriots who supported Bush and his wars.  One sign among those counter-demonstrators who showed up at Camp Casey, as the vigil in Crawford came to be known, read: “Bin Laden says keep up the good work Cindy.”

To focus her growing dissent from hyper and militaristic patriotism and to expand her role as a counterpublic catalyst, Sheehan embraced the concept of “matriotism.”  In her book, Peace Mom, she notes how “matriotism” is an attempt “to balance out the destructive militarism of patriotism.”
  Elsewhere she writes that a “true Matriot would never drop an atomic bomb or bombs filled with white phosphorous, carpet bomb cities, and villages, or control drones from thousands of miles away to kill innocent men, women and children.”  Beyond this critique of war-making, Sheehan urged those among her readers who would join other matriots “to stand up and say: ‘No, I am not giving my child to the fake patriotism of the war machine which chews up my flesh and blood to spit out obscene profits.”

In turning her antiwar activism into a more inclusive, albeit counterpublic, critique, Sheehan became the kind of political activist whose dissent moved beyond just Bush and his war policies.  Especially after the Democrats assumed a congressional majority in the 2006 election but still rubber-stamped Bush’s war budget, Sheehan denounced their abject surrender.  In her May 2007 “Letter to the Democratic Congress,” Sheehan excoriated the Democrats capitulation to the continuance of the war.
  Her anger led her briefly to “retire” from the antiwar movement, only to re-emerge later in 2008 as a primary opponent of the Democratic Speaker of the House and Congresswoman from California, Nancy Pelosi.  Even in her “resignation” letter, Sheehan asserted that “I will never give up trying to help people in the world who are harmed by the empire of the good old U. S. of A….but I am finished working in, or outside this system.  The system forcefully resists being helped and eats up the people who try to help it.”

Not content to accept President Obama’s promises to end the wars after taking office, Sheehan demonstrated outside the White House on October 5, 2009 and was arrested with 60 others protesting Obama’s continuation of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan.  As she noted in a 2010 article published in Al-Jazeera-English, “I have observed that it was one thing to be anti-Bush, but to be anti-war in the age of Obama is not to be tolerated by many people.”  Continuing to call out Obama for the targeting of some antiwar activists in the US, Sheehan also wrote that “Obama has ominously declared himself judge, jury and executioner of anyone that he deems a national security ‘threat.’ These are the actions of a tyrant and another assault against our rights and against the rule of law from a person who promised ‘complete transparency’ from his administration.”

In moving beyond her early role as a grieving mother against a heartless Bush Administration to a full-blown political dissident in the Age of Obama, Cindy Sheehan has managed to challenge the dominant order in each of her transformations.  While sharing with Lila Lipscomb the iconic figure of the grieving mother becoming, in the process, a lightening rod for anti-war opposition, Cindy Sheehan has transcended the national and patriotic boundaries limiting the political challenges mounted by Lila Lipscomb and Military Families Speak Out.  Sheehan’s international and oppositional perspectives have greatly expanded the public meanings of the grieving mother and, thus, offered a much more radical critique of war and US imperial policies.  Unfortunately, the mass movement that mobilized around such figures as Lipscomb and Sheehan during the Iraq War has not been sustained in the era of Obama’s drone warfare.  We in the anti-war movement must find a way to connect to the women of Afghanistan, Pakistan, Yemen, and other countries when sons and daughters are dying as a consequence of US military imperial policies, turning more of those women into grieving mothers.
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