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Verbing History: Disrupting Curriculum Hegemony 

Ginney Norton 

 

Abstract: As a category of historical 

analysis, gender is used in this paper to 

analyze curricular motifs that operationalize 

in decisions surrounding social studies 

standards and curriculum. In the political 

milieu of World War II (1939-1945), 

disruptions are modeled in traditional tropes 

to understand how the social studies 

curriculum has become a space for the 

simultaneous deliberation of both national 

identity and gender politics. This paper 

suggests that the social studies curriculum 

normalizes and reifies gendered, racial, and 

queer citizenship in relationship to white, 

masculine, and heteronormative citizenship. 

Analyzing specific World War II vernacular 

s u c h  a s  n a t i o n a l i s m ,  A m e r i c a n 

exceptionalism, and citizenship via domestic 

containment, this paper offers suggestions 

and implications for history education and 

p o l i c y  r e f o r m .   

 

Well known for her stunt flying and 

landmark aviation from New York to Los 

Angeles in 1930, Laura Ingalls was arrested 

in September 1939 for dropping anti-war 

leaflets over the Capitol from her plane. A 

member of the Mother's Movement, she did 

so to pressure Congress to block President 

Roosevelt’s proposal selling arms to support 

the Allied Powers in their efforts against 

Hitler. While Ingalls joined Charles 

Lindbergh as a proponent for the America 

First Committee, an isolationist group in the 

U.S. Before World War II, she went so far 

as to partner with Germany’s fascist 

government to spread pro-Nazi messages 

throughout the United States. Ingalls was 

just one member of many from the Mothers' 

Movement, named after its companion 

groups: the National Legion of Mothers of 

America, the Mothers of Sons Forum, and 

the National Blue Star Mothers. The themes 

of the movement were hatred of Jews, 

Communists, the British, Black folks, and 

the Roosevelts (Yellin, 2004). 

The contributions of the Mother's 

Movement helped to give rise to women's 

political activism through citizenship. 

Motherhood has historically been a feature 

of female citizenship because it was 

considered the mother's duty to instill 

patriotism in her children. The Mother's 

Movement was significant not only 
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because of the volume of women involved 

but because of the ability of these white 

women to assemble publicly and mobilize 

other women (Jeansonne, 1999). The 

Mother’s  Movement  also acts  as  a 

contradiction to destabilize normalized 

representations because it was a women's 

movement without feminism and an anti-

war movement that was not peaceful 

( J e a n s o n n e ,  1 9 9 9 ) . 

The Mother's Movement helps 

illustrate the rhetorical and historical use 

o f  c u r r i c u l u m  t o  i n f l u e n c e  t h e 

displacement of women and gay men as 

agents in history and history education, 

particularly as the standardization 

movement has become the predominant 

marker of what constitutes knowledge in 

public schooling experiences. As Pinar 

(2012) contends, "it is the symbolic 

character of curriculum that renders 

debates over the canon struggles over the 

American identity itself" (p. 188). Gender 

is used as a theoretical construct in this 

paper to examine the structural and 

ideological elements within narratives 

representing women and gay men –the 

arguments, figures, and tropes – that 

infused and pervaded the political milieu 

o f  t h e  1 9 4 0 s .  

Therefore, this paper becomes a 

praxis from the theory of gender to the 

practice of using gender as an intervention 

to disrupt curricular patterns of master 

narratives. The purpose is to understand 

how cons t i tu t ive  rhetoric  c reates 

narratives that expose American identity 

as  unique. The author also makes 

recommendations for operationalizing 

such narratives in history education 

(Charland, 1987). Curriculum itself is a 

form of power because the historically 

limited access to schooling for many 

Americans has produced intellectual and 

social inequality. Simultaneously, the 

production of formalized curriculum 

circulates hidden assumptions about 

gender, race, and class entrenched in 

institutional inequality. In order to trace 

the influence of gender on historical 

agents, specifically women and gay men, 

th i s  paper  explore  the  fol lowing 

questions: What are the rhetorical and 

historical exigencies that displace women 

and gay men as agents in history? What 

has to happen for critical conversations 

to take place surrounding hegemonic 

r e p r o d u c t i o n ? 

 

HEGEMONIC REPRODUCTION IN 

SOCIAL STUDIES 

 

Hegemonic reproduction relies on inaction in 

order to perpetuate power relations (Lemert, 

2004). Conservative agendas and particular 

education policies limit diverse curricular 

engagement, evidenced by the Texas State 

Board of Education's standards and textbook 

debates (Isensee, 2014), Oklahoma's decision 

regarding A.P. courses (Macneal, 2015), and 

Arizona's abstinence stickers for education 

(Shraber 2015). North Carolina's assertion of 

what ought to be taught in social studies in 

2019 (Schwartz, 2020), West Virginia's 

controversial social studies curricular 

changes (Gallahan, 2020), and Missouri's 

debates surrounding race and privilege in 

history curriculum (2021) also marked a 

milieu where conservative activists have 

been able to reframe the movement for 

traditional social studies in the face of the 

opportunity to reconsider the role of 

citizenship and gender in social studies 

e d u c a t i o n .   

State legislators, school officials, and 

conservative political interest groups have 

turned to rhetorical and political strategies to 

articulate how a lack of American Biblicism 

and exceptionalism are ruining citizenship 

and patriotism (Kock & Villadson, 2012; 

Smith, 2006). These officials have made a 

case for expanding state and federal control 
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in dictating what is taught in the U.S. history 

classrooms. Education has been shifted from 

No Child Left Behind (2004) to race to the 

Top (2009) at the federal level and then again 

since Trump's election in 2016 (Anderson, 

2007; Schwartz, 2020). This also can be seen 

with the various template legislation battles 

at the state level regarding history curriculum 

and public school funding (Messenger, 

2021). As a result, history curriculum and 

history textbooks are being regenerated to 

reflect a nostalgic representation of a 

romanticized past.  Textbooks act as a 

fundamental resource for teaching American 

history so much so that the textbook often 

shifts from being a material resource to 

becoming a curriculum for many teachers. 

One major drawback to national history 

textbooks is that it is known for its insular 

approach to history (Lindaman & Ward, 

2004).  This insular approach mirrors 

curricular revisions instigated by state 

legislatures that conflate identities and 

experiences across space and time. Trenchant 

debates since 2012 on social media and in 

academic journals take to task the curricular 

changes made by conservative Republicans 

that "help to reproduce raced, classed, and 

gendered realities, which in turn are shaped 

within a confluence of spaces, including 

schools, homes, community centers, and 

popular media" (Brown & Au, 2014, p. 377). 

These revisions communicate a lack of value 

for  d i f fe rence  and  demons t ra te  the 

permeation of hegemonic representations. 

 

DISRUPTIVE PEDAGOGY: 

CURRICULAR INTERVENTIONS 

 

Disruptive pedagogy is about making 

strategic decisions to poke holes or 

reframe dominant  and hegemonic 

narratives. Such decisions serve to make 

visible the socializing of gender to disrupt 

hegemonic cultural norms (Ladson-

Billings, 1995; San Pedro, 2018). These 

decisions can be related to access to 

power or resources ,  containment, 

rhetorica l  s i lencing,  or  na rra t ive 

gaslighting. Thoughtful decisions bring 

awareness so that attention can shift to 

l i s t e n i n g  a n d  a g e n c y . 

O ne  purpose  of  d i s rup t ive 

pedagogy is to provide a practice-

readiness approach for experiences in the 

real world.  It operationalizes gender, in 

this instance, as a pedagogical practice to 

disrupt normalizing discourse to provide 

the space for "a language of possibility" 

(Giroux, 1992, p. 204). The disruption of 

normalizing discourses questions the 

legitimacy of school processes that 

produce and reproduce oppressive power 

relations. Mills (1994) claims that 

c ou n t e r - n a r r a t i ve s  d e l e g i t i mi z e 

curriculum hegemony by illustrating how 

containment surrounding categories of 

difference can shift over time to evolve 

historical understanding instead of set in 

stone instead as something in an iterative 

p r o c e s s  o f  b e c o m i n g .  

Popular  his tories  act  as  an 

intervention to disrupt such normalizing 

discourses. While historians and history 

educators focus on academic scholarship, 

the general public largely relies on 

obtaining historical knowledge outside 

academia. Popular history is one avenue 

to construct historical knowledge where 

compelling narrative combines with a 

historical scholarship to fill in gaps where 

formal history has glossed over important 

or interesting figures or moments (Beck, 

2015).  In  searching for  means to 

contextualize the fragmented master 

narratives in history education, well-

crafted popular histories can serve as an 

intervention to enrich and infuse a 

polysemic approach that places gender at 

the center of the history curriculum. 

Curricular interventions offer an 

opportunity to challenge and regenerate 
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conceptions of historical significance 

within the U.S. history curriculum. These 

interventions serve to enact a Deweyan 

notion of curriculum as experience that 

regenerates conceptions of gender, 

citizenship, and curriculum in the social 

studies discipline. For this paper, gender 

is conceived as multiple, intersectional, 

and performative. It is a constitutive 

element used to imply social relations 

among the sexes and a signifier of power. 

Echoing Butler's (2004) articulation that 

gender is something we do, not something 

we are, I articulate gender as relational and 

signifying the importance of subjectivities 

to a gendered identity. Gender emerges at 

the intersection of race, class, sexuality, 

ethnicity, and other identifying features. 

Gender is also multiple because women 

can only constitute a group within a 

political context of feminist struggle. 

Because a woman is “not the naming of an 

essence,” we must consider the specific 

“attributes of women’s experiences” 

(Young, 1997, p. 18). Therefore, this 

paper will attempt to correctly identify the 

women  th roughou t  t h i s  pape r  b y 

signifying the experiences of white 

women, Black women, and working-class 

w o m e n .  

 

WHY GENDER? 

 

Gender occupies an especially critical 

space to question and disentangle how 

knowledge is constructed since it calls into 

question the mode by which the U.S. 

history curriculum normalizes and socially 

reproduces gendered roles and gendered 

citizenship. Citizenship can be defined as 

“participation in civic life;” however, it 

also enacts an identity (Roy, 2005, p. 6; 

Kymlicka & Norman, 1994). This paper 

builds on the work of Scott (1986), who 

defines gender as "perceived differences 

between the sexes" and "a primary way of 

s ignifying power" (p.  1067).   The 

"perceived differences" to which Scott 

refers are more than just "differences 

between the sexes," but, instead, how 

perceived gender differences can help 

establish social, political, rhetorical, and 

economic dominance of men in curriculum 

through the exclusion of women. Gender 

history is also different than women’s 

history. Gender history rejects studying 

men as “neuter beings,” which assumes 

that gender attributes, such as masculinity 

and sexuality, have no meaning (Cott, 

2015, p. 2). Cott (2015) contends that 

“understanding of the past cannot be 

gained without paying attention to women 

a n d  me n  a s  s u c h ,  t o  s ys t e m a t i c 

dif ferent ia tion of  womanhood and 

manhood, masculinity and femininity” (p. 

1). Investigating gender attributes in 

history traces the changes of womanhood 

and manhood that reveal the constitutive 

e l e m e n t s  o f  g e n d e r . 

Consequently, gender often takes 

on meanings that Scott did not intend 

(Weed & Butler, 2011). It has been most 

commonly and incorrectly used in two 

wa ys :  s yn o n ym o u s  wi t h  s e x  a n d 

interchangeable with women. When 

gender is used synonymously with sex, it 

suggests that gendered differences are 

biologically determined rather than 

culturally and socially constructed. Put 

simply, “one is not born, but rather 

becomes, a woman” (de Beauvoir, 1973, p. 

283), echoing what Butler (1986) has 

articulated as"  'being' female and 'being a 

woman are two different sorts of being" (p. 

35). As Butler (2004) famously intoned: 

gender is something we do, not something 

w e  a r e ) . 

Similarly, gender often refers to 

women, which, according to Scott (1986), 

"suggests that information about women is 

necessary information about men" (p. 

1056). Like Scott (1986), I understand 
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gender as a "social category imposed on a 

sexed body" (p. 1056). As such, the term 

gender becomes a series of representational 

symbols that project normative or ideal 

expectations, creating hierarchies to 

signify power (Scott, 1986). Until recently, 

even compelling feminist scholarship in 

history education failed to consider the 

complexity of women's lives at the level of 

social temporality. Studies like those by 

Bair, William, and Fralinger (2008) focus 

on integrating women’s history into U.S. 

history merely suggests including women 

into the traditional male-dominated 

curriculum. This "add women and stir" 

model serves to be problematic because it 

does not resolve the Otherness of women 

or consider the relationship between the 

experience of men and women (Harding, 

1991). gender is a proper method because 

it brings hegemonic representations to the 

s u r f a c e  m o r e  c l e a r l y . 

 

EXPRESSIONS OF CITIZENSHIP 

 

Citizenship is a particularly unique space 

to question the articulation of gendered 

discourses since it calls into question the 

modes that fashioned discourses of power. 

While some citizenship is  directed 

towards building community, much of the 

impetus for active citizenship is directed 

towards creating rhetorical identification 

through exclusion (Glenn, 2004). "The 

'citizen' was defined historically and 

rhetorically (Glenn, 2004, p. 20). It also 

gained meaning through the contrast with 

the oppositional concept of the 'non-

citizen' (the alien, the slave, the woman), 

who lacked standing because she or he did 

not have the qualities needed to exercise 

cit izenship" (Glenn, 2004, p.  20 ). 

Language of citizenship helped build the 

ethos of women's participation in the war 

effort, while women's actions as a 

category of people were traditionally 

p o l i t i c a l l y  o b s c u r e d . 

Citizenship, like gender, has been 

bifurcated in its social construction to 

create an Othered. As women are defined 

concerning men, the non-citizen is 

defined concerning the citizen. The 

definition of citizenship is often how an 

individual interacts with the state in a 

legal, civic, political, and social way 

(Newmann et al., 1996; Heilman, 2010). 

However, citizenship is a "slippery term" 

b e c a u s e  i t  d r a ws  b o u n d a r i e s  o f 

membership to determine who is "entitled 

to respect, protection and rights" among 

community members and "those who are 

excluded and thus  not  ent i t led to 

recognition and rights" (Riley, 1992, p. 

182; Glenn, 2004 p. 1). The non-citizens 

have been relegated to the private sphere, 

focusing on domestic life and outside of 

historical exploration. In contrast, the 

ideal, masculinized citizens have been 

privileged as part of both spheres, with the 

historical record focusing on life in the 

p u b l i c  s e c t o r . 

American citizenship has been 

constructed and organized based on gender, 

race, and sexuality, which have excluded 

d if fe rent  groups .  I t  i s  essent ia l  to 

problematize whiteness as a feature of 

citizenship in American culture, as well. 

Historically, marginalized groups such as 

the Irish, Jews, and Italians have assimilated 

into a culture of whiteness to receive 

membership and privileges  because 

whiteness has been the normative citizen for 

obtaining legal rights. Because of the 

cultural assimilation of certain groups, 

policies have constructed a bifurcation of 

race into black and white. Women of color, 

in particular, have been doubly excluded as 

gendered and racial subjects (Glenn, 2004). 

Therefore, masculinity and whiteness have 

been normative features of citizenship 

discourse and nationalism in the United 

S t a t e s . 
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Gendered citizenship influenced 

male citizenship by asserting normative 

views linked to military service (Steward-

Winter, 2007). Men were universally 

expected to be willing to enlist and fight 

for their country during World War II. This 

complex negotiation creates tension for 

gendered citizenship, which is appealing 

to the public with a mast of civic equality 

while at the same time reinforcing material 

inequalities. Thus, Glenn (2004) explains 

that citizenship is "essentially defined in 

opposition to womanhood…thus, the 

notion of natural hierarchy was inherently 

locked into liberal notions of citizenship 

(p. 21). In doing so, citizenship devices are 

defined through public standing and 

marked through the republic notion of 

citizenship that relies on a polity of public 

del ibera t ion.  Ci t izenship becomes 

rhetorical through this contemplative 

practice. Conflicts arise, however, when 

certain groups are not granted membership 

to participate in reflective practices during 

times such as Jim Crow for minorities and 

s u f f r a g e  f o r  w o m e n . 

 

VERBING HISTORY 

 

Social studies and its aims have been 

contested over time (Evans, 2004). In 

1916, the Report on Social Studies 

released a definition of social studies 

articulating the importance of citizenship 

education (Jorgensen, 2014). Deweyan 

conceptions of citizenship education focus 

on curriculum as the vehicle for which 

"intellectual advancement, as well as 

social change, was to occur" (Jorgensen, 

2014, p. 5). For example, populists in the 

last nineteenth century argued over what a 

"good citizen" looked like. The populists 

argued that good citizens exhibited agency 

in mass movements that challenged 

positions of power while corporate leaders 

wanted to promote good citizenship as 

"loyalty to the status quo" (Kinchloe, 

2001, p. 27). This latter version of 

citizenship has come to be the normalized 

perspective in the history curriculum. 

In the crosshairs of intellectual 

engagement and daily experience, this 

study positions itself in a quest to cultivate 

what John Dewey (1916) calls "enduring 

substance" (p. 208). He pushed for the 

importance of community-building and 

agency as an aesthetic of "the space in 

which we are denizens," recognizing that 

"our ordinary daily experiences cease to 

be things of the moment and gain 

enduring substance" (Dewey, 1916, p. 

208). As a result, learning needs to be 

meaningful in the lives of all students. 

 

A Note on Method 

H i s t o r i c a l  s i g n i f i c a n c e  i s 

intricately tied to historical understanding, 

marking the rhetorical space where 

feminist and historian scholars and state 

policymakers conflict over the purpose 

and perspectives illustrated in curricular 

representations. A rhetorical perspective 

in history offers a unique standpoint to 

represent significant aspects of history 

tha t  ma y not  be  f i l t e red  through 

alternative perspectives according to 

evidence and accuracy (Turner, 1998). 

Seixas (1997) points out that historical 

s ignif icance  has  t radit ionally and 

“implicitly” privileged “powerful white 

men and their decisions and activities” (p. 

22). However, historians have begun to 

redefine notions of historical significance 

by including “activities of women, 

workers, the poor, and ethnic minorities” 

that have been historically obscured and 

excluded (Seixas, 1997, p. 22). The 

purpose of considering significance is to 

be able to “connect particular events and 

trends to others in a variety of ways” 

(Sexias, 2006, p. 2). Therefore, the 
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significance lies in the "interpretative 

frames and values of those who study it—

ourselves" (Seixas ,  1997,  p .  22). 

Social studies are considered to be 

the most severely divided when it comes 

to defining discipline aims for education. 

Linda Darling-Hammond and Bransford 

(2007) acknowledge that “there are many 

competing definitions of social studies” 

and “these competing definitions of the 

subject matter have made it difficult for 

the field to develop a commonly embraced 

set of standards” (p. 209). Tony Blankley 

(2009) contends that patriotism and 

exceptionalism have been replaced by 

multicultural approaches that seek to 

include everyone at the expense of 

teaching our students to “grow into good 

citizens capable of sacrif ice, when 

necessary, for the good of their country" 

(p. 169). He expresses concern that a 

history curriculum that emphasizes 

multiculturalism or social justice is 

"largely unrecognizable to a patriot or an 

honest historian" (p. 162). This argument 

for patriotism and "good citizens" is 

problematic because it underscores the 

dichotomous and "common sense" 

framing that to include women, men of 

color, or gay men and women is the 

o p p o s i t e  o f  " t r u e "  h i s t o r y . 

In melding together the histories of 

multiple representations of women and 

ga y men  wi th in  the  U .S .  h i s tor y 

curr icu lum as  each  naviga tes  the 

simultaneous “common sense” and 

complicated tropes of an “angry feminist” 

cul ture ,  this  paper  h ighl ights  the 

importance of feminist historians and 

feminist scholars of history education in 

creating and circulating the rhetorical 

resources necessary to build and sustain 

gender as a category of historical analysis. 

As such, this disruptive pedagogy draws 

heavily on curricular representations, 

popular histories, and cultural artifacts. It 

places the representation of women and 

gay men in the context in which they 

occurred to assess their contributions to 

the larger ideological structures of the 

times. In doing so, the rhetorical and 

historical elements are examined within 

the American history curriculum— the 

standards, vocabulary, and resources—

used to frame his torical  events  in 

American history classrooms. Thus, this 

p a p e r  s e e k s  t o  u n d e r s t a n d  a n d 

operationalize a constitutive framework 

that James Jasinski (1998) articulates as 

focusing “attention on a relatively narrow 

sense of historical context, usually 

encourages critics to assess textual 

influence on the immediate audience, and 

attempts to assess the advocate’s attempt 

at solving a particular problem or 

e x i g e n c e ”  ( p .  7 3 ) . 

To understand how policymakers' 

responses to revisions that would embrace 

gender as a category of historical analysis 

influence the "common sense" rhetoric of 

curriculum, we must understand the 

h i s t o r i o g r a p h y t h a t  d i c t a t e s  t h e 

interpretation of history. This paper enacts 

a rhetorical-historical approach blending 

rhetorical criticism with rhetorical history 

in understanding the complicated nature of 

the use of gender as a category to reframe 

curriculum. Accordingly, Culpepper Clark 

and Raymie McKerrow (1998) emphasize 

rhetorical history as a body of rhetorical 

elements that rely on the interaction of 

" a r g u m e n t  a n d  n a r r a t i v e  i n  t h e 

construction of history" (p. 44). Such 

relationships become rhetorical history "in 

a sense that recognizes the role of language 

in the construction of history, as well as in 

the sense that positions one to use history 

as an impetus to social change" (p. 44).  

An alternative rhetorical history is 

used to expose gender as sound 

historiography. 

B e c a u s e  o f  t h e  a u t h o r ' s 
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commitment to the critical work that charts 

the history of ideas, this paper uses a 

textualist approach to tell the story of ideas 

surrounding representations of women and 

gay men, World War II, citizenship, and 

patriotism. The author agrees with 

Gronbeck (1998), who explains that "a 

particular context is both a way of looking 

and a mechanism for coherence" (p. 52) 

and suggests that the ideas and arguments 

articulated in representing women as 

political actors can only be understood 

within the complicated history from within 

which they emerged. Context is important 

because it organizes a series of past events 

that can be "narrativized" into a previously 

fragmented story. Thus, the relationship 

between text and context form the make-

up of this paper to help understand how 

and to what degree the role of women’s 

citizenship shifted and changed during and 

a f t e r  W o r l d  W a r  I I . 

 

What Ought to Be Taught? 

Tracing historical evidence is vital to 

interpre t ing the  past  in  ways  that 

contextualize the socially constructed 

notions of  gender and cit izenship. 

Curricular materials, such as textbooks, 

pinpoint who is ultimately responsible for 

what gets  taught in the classroom. 

 Conservative influence typically 

favors a traditional approach that values 

b o t h  p a t r i o t i s m  a n d  A m e r i c a n 

exceptionalism. Patriotism is often 

perceived as a "political virtue" that 

demonstrates a "love of one's country;" 

however, patriotism is "shallow" in that it 

only exists "at the level of mobilization" 

a n d  i s  e n a c t e d  " t h r o u g h  c r u d e 

manipulation" (Mare, 2007, p. 115). 

American exceptionalism supports the 

United States as more than a unique 

country, but as "superior compared to other 

n a t i o n s "  ( E d wa r d s ,  2 0 1 1 ,  p .  1 ) . 

Conservative arguments for American 

exceptionalism distort views of the past 

that romanticize America because "the 

state of fantasy of exceptionalism justified 

Jim Crow, the Indian Removal Act, 

Opera t ion  Wetback ,  and  Japanese 

internment camps" (Pease, 2009, p. 6-7). 

Perspectives that privilege patriotism and 

exceptionalism avoid conversations and 

allow the United States to act in a manner 

that genuinely seeks to solve global issues 

and instead skirt or stall issues without 

preventing or solving them in the long run 

( E d w a r d s - W e i s s ,  2 0 1 1 ) . 

His tory i s  a  c rea t ion  of  the 

historian, and the construction of spheres 

in the stories of history presupposes that 

men and women live in different spheres. 

Michelle Zimbalist Resaldo (1980) insists 

upon a shift away from a private/public 

sphere focus in history because "the 

dichotomies… teach that women must be 

understood not in terms of relationships 

with other women and with men- but of 

difference and apartness” (p. 409). In other 

words, history positions women in history 

in terms of their relationship to men or the 

s p h e r e  t h e y  a r e  a s s o c i a t e  w i t h . 

Kerber (1988) warns that the 

continued “language of separate spheres” 

creates coverture for the “reciprocity 

between gender and society” as well as 

“impose a static model on dynamic 

relationships (p. 35). To position women in 

the private sphere is to ignore her as a force 

i n  h i s t o r y . 

Ignoring women and gay men 

falsifies our understanding of the past. To 

question a term like history is to ask how 

it plays, what investments it bears, what 

goals it achieves, what alterations it 

undergoes. Beard's popular book Woman 

as a Force in History (1946) is perhaps 

most remembered for its fierce assertion 

t h a t  “ a l l  wo me n  m a d e  a n  a c t i ve 

contribution in history” (Alberti, 2014, p. 

7). Gerda Lerner (1979) pinpoints Beard’s 
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thesis that “focusing on the concept of 

women as victim obscures the true history 

of women” (p. xxiii). Essentially, women 

occupy dual positions in society as 

“subordinate, yet central, victimized, yet 

active” (Lerner, 1979, p. xxiii.). In order to 

recognize these difficult positions, history 

must shift from facts to interpretation 

through the inquiry of multiple points of 

v i e w . 

Moreover, while history education 

is revitalizing scholarship regarding 

representations of women, more inquiry is 

needed because research has yet to deal 

with the relationship between U.S. history 

and the rhetorical history of women's 

multiple identities from the curriculum. In 

order to engage with counter-narratives to 

disrupt hegemonic narratives, one must 

take on the task of situating women and 

gay men as political actors within their 

contexts aware of the rhetorical and 

political constraints that result from the 

language of citizenship and strategies of 

war rhetoric. Schmeichel (2014) and 

Schmidt (2012) have outlined a central 

focus of this kind of textual work, 

including attention to the intersecting 

relationship between gender, race, and 

ethnicity; status and its relationship to a 

class position; geographical sites of 

rhetorical production; rhetorical domains, 

genres, and modes of expression. At the 

same time, this approach must balance 

multiple interpretations, be reflective and 

reflexive towards the historical actors and 

the rhetorical and political constraints they 

were operating. Additionally, adding gay 

men and women as a focus creates a 

particularly salient space to explore the 

c on s t r u c t i o n  o f  h i s t o r y ,  g e n d e r , 

c i t i z e n s h i p ,  a n d  n a t i o n a l i s m . 

Fortunately, new scholarship 

regarding the representation of women in 

h i s t o r y  e d u c a t i o n  h a s  e m e r g e d , 

highlighting the renewed public and 

political interest in the U.S. history 

curriculum’s purpose and perspectives. 

Margaret Crocco (2001, 2003) has been a 

p ioneer  in  his tory educa t ion .  She 

acknowledged a  lack of  "feminis t 

consciousness" in social studies; thus laid 

a foundation for embracing scholarship 

tha t  cons iders  gender  as  a  soc ia l 

construction in history education. She has 

provided many theoretical perspectives 

and on-the-ground interventions for 

teachers in such books as Clio in the 

Classroom with Carol Berkin and Barbara 

W i n s l o w . 

Crocco (2000a, 2000b, 2002, 2004, 

2017) and Woyshner (2002, 2003, 2004, 

2020) have investigated women's social 

studies well as the influence of women's 

organizations in education. They argue that 

women should be represented as political 

ac tors  in  wa ys  tha t  move  be yond 

contributory history and towards infusing 

women in complex ways to demonstrate 

their political contributions. Shocker and 

Woyshner’s "Cultural Parallax and 

Content Analysis: Images of Black Women 

in High School History Textbooks" (2015) 

provides a much-needed interpretation of 

the representation of African American 

women in textbooks, which creates a need 

for research exploring interventions to 

challenge master narratives. Schmeichel 

(2015), Engebretson (2019, 2020), and 

S c h m i d t  ( 2 0 1 2 )  h a v e  p r o v i d e d 

interventions to normalized narratives, 

particularly with the representations of 

women and amplification of marginalized 

narratives  in social  s tudies .  These 

interventions disrupt and contextualize the 

portrayal of women in U.S. history 

standards. They go beyond the "add 

women and stir" approach that traditional 

history education curriculum still clings to 

(Harding,  1991)—pointing out  the 

normalizing features of curriculum that 

portray women in ways to construct an 
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identity for her through her sexuality, role 

as a mother, or through gendered labor. 

Positioning women and gay men in the 

U.S. history curriculum in this way 

lacquers conceptions that these identity 

markers are essential and not socially 

c o n s t r u c t e d  a n d  r e p r o d u c e d . 

Engebretson’s (2014) analysis of gender 

in the National Curriculum Standards for 

Social Studies standards provides insight 

into how the 2010 revision of the National 

Council of Social Studies standards are 

indicative of Tetreault's (1986) first phase 

of  Feminis t  Phase  Theory:  male -

dominated curriculum. Unfortunately, 

little attention is still paid to ameliorating 

these gender inequalities in scholarship 

and practice, despite the heightened 

attention to women and gender from the 

women's rights movement of the 1960s 

a n d  1 9 7 0 s . 

 

Gender in History 

History is essential because it introduces 

the context for which sex has historically 

been used as symbolism in different 

societies  and eras to question the 

permanence of identity markers over 

space and time. Scott (2011) argues that 

sex has been historicized as a foundation 

for  socia l  and cul tura l  discourse. 

However, it has been the rejection of 

biological determinism that has led to 

queer theory. As Scott (2011) puts it, 

"gender  was  no longer  seen  as  a 

commentary on sex; instead, sex was 

understood as an effect of gender. 

Alternatively, to put in other terms, gender 

and sex were both cultural constructions, 

creating rather than reflecting a prior 

reality” (p. 8). By recognizing gender as a 

cultural construction, perspectives shifted 

in terms of recognizing norms of culture 

and society by shifting away from these 

legis lat ive  matters  as  natura l  and 

recognizing it as a producer of regulation. 

Still, many feminist historians failed to 

look at categories of “men” and "women." 

That implies that these roles were still 

viewed as fixed. Scott (2011) recognizes 

that women had a history, but it was 

"'women' outside history" (p. 1424). The 

implications of looking at history this way 

are that it reifies the biological assertion 

that feminist historians were trying to 

d e c o n s t r u c t . 

Looking at the limits of cultural 

construction through causality parses the 

complexity of the cultural construction 

of gender. Scott (2011) articulates the 

elusiveness of gender and, even more so, 

the indeterminate meaning of cultural 

construction to explain such things as 

gender. The premise is to point out that 

meaning is fluid and to try to attribute 

meaning to gender, even as culturally 

constructed, is futile because it "cannot 

be reduced simply to exposures to the 

implicit meaning or interpretations of 

resistance or defense" (p.15). Scott uses 

ques t ions  as  sexed  ident i t i e s  as 

applicable. Where do I come from? What 

do these bodies mean? How are the 

d i f fe rences  be tween  them to  be 

e x p l a i n e d ? 

Women are interpreted by what 

they are lacking, and men are interpreted 

as a universal identity. Charland (1987) 

argues that constitutive narratives rely on 

"totalizing interpretations" to contain and 

control  individuals ' ac t ions  to be 

consistent with the narrative being 

purported (p. 141). This constraint is 

essential because subjects believe they 

can act freely while the constitutive 

narrative bars their actions. The situation 

in  World War II  was  particularly 

successful in utilizing constitutive 

rhetoric that has been mimicked in The 

War on Terror. In both situations, women 

were  conta ined  in  the  se rvice  of 

masculinity, obscuring and subordinating 
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experiences outside the service of 

masculinity and heteronormativity. 

At the level of argument, rhetors, 

such as Kock and Villadsen (2012) 

embraced a new approach that highlights 

the subordination of women, men of color, 

a n d  g a y  me n  t h r o u g h  r h e t o r i c a l 

c i t i zenship ,  which  i l lus t ra tes  the 

relationship between citizenship and 

social capital in the United States. With 

notions of the militant citizen clearly in 

place, defining "citizenship" became the 

rhetorical mechanism to discipline and 

harness labor on the home front and 

military participation on the front lines. 

T h i s  s ys t e m of  e xp l o i t a t i on  was 

intrinsically linked to the development of 

the economy during World War II. 

However, it was also driven by the 

patriarchal features of capitalism where 

interest convergence extended a hand to 

women and gay men, compressing power 

stratification while at war. For example, 

Koch and Villadsen (2012) argue that 

"focusing on how citizens deliberate 

allows us to consider both macro and 

micro-practices, but always with an eye to 

the significance for the individuals 

involved (p. 6). They discuss deliberation 

in both the public and private spheres as 

s i t e s  f o r  c on s t r u c t in g  r e a s on i n g 

strategically. They outline the usefulness 

of using one's rhetorical agency to 

destabilize mechanisms of "power and 

i n f l uence "  wh i l e  s imu l t a ne ous l y 

acknowledging that disentangling such 

norms cannot be tackled so easily (p. 63). 

Unraveling the tendrils of multiple 

citizenships has helped feminist scholars 

reframe the ideologies of gender to 

emphas ize  pol i t ica l  contexts  tha t 

commonly situate women's "contributions 

to the 'public' and 'national' good" as 

problematic and fragmented (Grayzel, 

1 9 9 9 ,  p .  2 0 6 ) . 

D o me s t i c  c on t a i n m e n t  wa s 

certainly a rhetorical feature, particularly 

from the Great Depression through the 

Cold War, to provide security and a sense 

of safety against the perceived danger of 

national security (May, 1988). Domestic 

containment idealizes  motherhood. 

H owe ve r ,  t h i s  f ocus  on  f emin ine 

domesticity "ultimately fostered the very 

t e n d e n c i e s  i t  wa n t e d  t o  d i f f u s e : 

m a t e r i a l i s m ,  c o n s u m e r i s m ,  a n d 

bureaucratic conformity" (p. 10-11). For 

example, women planted Victory Gardens, 

rationed food, and purchased war bonds to 

support the war effort. Despite the attention 

and promise of empowerment Rosie the 

Riveter carries, few women transitioned 

into jobs previously held just for men 

(May, 1988). Media messages sternly 

pushed the "ultimate fulfillment of female 

sexuality" (p. 133) of motherhood at the 

b e g i n n i n g  o f  W o r l d  W a r  I I . 

 

Gender Before, During and After World 

War II 

Within the United States, entering World 

War II is portrayed as inevitable from the 

perspective of President Franklin D. 

Roosevelt even before the bombing of 

Pearl Harbor. After the fall of France in 

June 1940, Britain was operating alone 

against the Axis Powers in the Eastern 

hemisphere, rallying Americans to become 

" the  grea t  a rsena l  of  democ rac y" 

(Goodwin, 1994, p. 195). As FDR's 

fireside chats permeated the consciousness 

of the country, the rhetoric of evil provided 

a compelling strategy for unifying the 

nation and reframing the collective 

memory of World War I in preparation for 

war abroad. In hindsight, the strategies 

used to meld the collective consciousness 

had implications that lasted far beyond the 

w a r . 

From the early days of The Great 

Depression, President Franklin Roosevelt 

used rhetorical strategies to unify the 
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country through epideictic discourse. 

Epidexis acts as a salient rhetorical strategy 

because “it persuades on deliberate 

questions but without seeming to do so” 

(Bostdorff, 2011, p. 2). Epidictic discourse 

can establish unity through constitutive 

rhetoric by enacting collective values to 

explain and understand the meaning of 

events through praise and blame (Condit, 

1985). The public developed "radio 

consciousness" through FDR's fireside 

chats and the overall attentiveness radio 

broadcasters paid to the war. Orson Wells 

also tapped into this radio consciousness 

with his fictional and famous War of the 

Worlds broadcast (Carsaregola, 2009). “As 

war began for real, many Americans at 

home could experience it most intimately 

through the magically disembodied voice 

of the radio” (Carsagola, 2009, p. 18). 

Never before had Americans felt so 

immediately connected to the war. 

However, before America entered 

into the war, the 1930s and 1940s served 

as a time of great uncertainty for the 

American family. During the Great 

Depression, security came in the form of 

opening up the home to distinctly shift the 

roles of the family in two ways: "one with 

two breadwinners who shared tasks" and 

another "with spouses whose roles were 

sharply differentiated" (May, 1988, p. 38). 

Popular culture encouraged women to 

enter the workforce during the economic 

crisis, especially targeting single women as 

strong and independent, leading many 

women to forego marriage as they could 

lead self-sustaining lives. However, the 

"tough and rugged career woman" was 

glamourized in a way that was a separate 

archetype from that of a wife (May, 1998, 

p. 42). As the familiar ideology continued 

to shift with the United States' entry into 

World War II, so did the spaces that 

women could occupy. At the beginning of 

the war, women flooded the workforce "as 

a result  of  combined incentives  of 

patriotism and good wages" (May, 1998, p. 

59). However, despite the expanded roles 

for citizenship during World War II, the 

residual tropes of Rosie the Riveter did not 

revolutionize gender roles for women in 

t h e  l o n g  t e r m . 

During World War II, women’s 

civic membership expanded, more so for 

white women than women of color, while 

still being subjugated within the spaces of 

the mythical norm. Honey (1984) argues 

that women acted as a symbol to articulate 

masculinity by being “the woman making 

it in a man’s world” (p. 215). As a result, 

the stigma of subjugation would act as a 

dominant discourse to reinforce rhetorical 

silence for women and their contributions 

in post-war America. Additionally, the 

inclusion of gay men and women as 

acceptable Other was central to America's 

mobilization in World War II. During this 

time, policies were constructed to enlist 

more than sixteen million men in the war, 

while at the same time evolving policies 

restricting sexuality that would evolve 

from America’s entry into the war to the 

war’s end (D’Emilio, 1998). In other 

words, women and gay men became an 

acceptable Other in opposition of an 

enemy (i.e., the Nazis and the Axis 

Powers), but only in the service of 

A m e r i c a n  m a s c u l i n i t y . 

America's  entry into the war 

seemed to "speed up the process" for young 

Americans to establish families, reversing 

the decline in marriage and reproduction of 

the 1930s. Second, the categorization of 

women increased divisiveness between 

"independent" women and "domestic" 

women. Women that chose marriage over 

a  c a ree r  du r in g  th i s  pe r iod  we re 

characterized as heroic, while women that 

juggled both a career and domesticity were 

demonized. Third, popular conceptions of 

gender roles  during World War II 
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portrayed expanding roles for women in 

soc ie ty.  However ,  whi le  women 's 

capabilities were represented through 

iconic cultural representations such as 

Rosie the Riveter and Wonder Woman, 

these expanded views of women did not 

extend to most characters in popular 

culture at the time. "One study found that 

although female characters were more 

likely to hold jobs in the 1940s than in the 

1930s or 1950s, the stories of the war 

decade represented 'the strongest assault on 

f e m i n i n e  c a r e e r i s m ' "  ( p .  6 2 ) . 

As gender and familial ideology 

transformed active citizenship into sites for 

patriotism, equality, and freedom, several 

moments defined the solidification of 

domestic containment and gendered 

citizenship in collective memory: The 

Great Depression (1929-1939), Pearl 

Harbor (1941), Japanese Internment in 

America (1942-1945), and the Dropping of 

the Atomic Bomb on Hiroshima and 

Nagasaki (1945). While historians have 

done these moments justice in recounting 

the events that transpired, these accounts 

highlight the role of domestic containment 

as well  as the rhetorical  strategies 

emerging from each moment to understand 

how American women and gay men’s 

participation in being a “good” citizen 

transformed America’s participation in 

W o r l d  W a r  I I . 

The adult, white, heteronormative, 

and male-dominated space of the public 

sphere was transformed into a feminine 

and shared breadwinning space. Rosie the 

Riveter certainly provided a model for 

women to embody feminized labor as a 

gateway into the previously male -

dominated workforce during the war. 

However, it would not be a permanent 

fixture for most women in a postwar 

society even though she also became the 

figure most associated with feminine 

masculinity as a permanent condition of 

gender universalized as the everywoman. 

 But even as conservative curricular 

revisionists use citizenship to connect with 

historical significance and symbolism in 

U.S. history, the particularity of women 

and gay men representation has been 

contextually central in the analysis of 

oppression emerging from feminist 

scholars. By the end of the war, domestic 

containment urged women back into the 

hearth and home by giving domestic tasks 

patriotic purpose and focusing on the needs 

of returning veterans to re-enter the 

w o r k f o r c e . 

 

Gender in History Education 

The traditional curriculum still focuses on 

political and military history (Woyshner, 

2012). Social education as an approach is 

meant to parse out traditional social 

studies to include social dimensions in 

history that women have historically 

filled. Woyshner (2012) notes that this 

approach targeted the inclusion of women 

specifically, and she would like to broaden 

it to women, girls, and gender. The 

findings from recent research indicate a 

need for attention to gender in social 

studies, both in terms of structural 

problems and curricular issues. Few 

empirical studies demonstrate a benefit of 

gender inclusion (see, e.g., Woyshner, 

2012). No Child Left Behind is mentioned 

as a reason why a shift away from gender 

in social studies education has occurred. 

Examples of curricular efforts are given, 

such as the Zinn Educational Project and 

Women in World History Project, but both 

deal primarily with integrating women 

into the history that already exists 

(Woyshner, 2012). In terms of future 

directions, it is suggested that changes still 

need to be made in social  s tudies 

textbooks and curricular materials, other 

socia l  s tudies  content  areas  (e.g . , 

geography, economics, civics, etc.) need a 
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more inclusive curriculum, as well as 

history, and professional organizations 

need to be adding gender issues in their 

a c t i v i t i e s . 

The social sciences and humanities 

have seen tremendous changes in the 

academic discourse of  gender and 

sexuality since the 1970s (Crocco, 2008). 

Despite these transformations, social 

studies have felt almost no impact from 

these  d i s c ip l ines .  C rocco  (2008 ) 

characterizes social studies in the 1970s 

a n d  1 9 8 0 s  t o  e x p l o r e  w h y  s u c h 

transformations did not make it to social 

studies. One reason is women already 

working in social studies before the 

women's movement in the 1970s and 

1980s. While more men were in the 

classroom, women were gaining ground in 

leadership positions as president of the 

National Council of Social Studies, chairs 

of the College and Faculty Assembly, as 

well as working as editors of premier 

academic journals, such as Theory and 

Research in Social Education (Crocco, 

2008). During this time, textbooks saw the 

most significant change. Educators were 

concerned about the gender-balancing 

school curriculum, and this resulted in 

more women being included. However, 

there was still little research being done on 

gender (Crocco, 2008). Perhaps the most 

significant gap between social studies and 

other disciplines was the transition 

towards a new linguistic discourse used to 

discuss gender and sexuality. Social 

studies did not transition from sex to 

gender the way other disciplines have. 

Changing language from sex to gender has 

illustrated a paradigm shift that social 

studies have missed. Crocco posits several 

questions to get at the implications of 

social studies education’s failure to 

t r a n s i t i o n .  “D o e s  t h e  c h a n g e  i n 

nomenclature from sex to gender represent 

a reorientation with significance to the 

social studies mandate of citizenship 

education? If so, what has this shift meant 

for research regarding gender and 

sexuality in social studies” (Crocco, 2008, 

p.173)? These gaps contributed to the 

fragmented foundations with which to 

b u i l d  a  c u r r i c u l u m  f r o m . 

 

U.S. History Curriculum Maps 

Curriculum itself is a form of persuasion 

inf luenced by the  s tandardizat ion 

movement, which has hinged upon 

whether conservatives or liberals have 

controlled the frame and how closely it 

became associa ted with American 

exceptionalism. Generally, a curriculum 

follows a political perspective, explaining 

events chronologically based on political 

eras or presidential terms. Many view this 

approach as essential without considering 

other organizational options or without 

interrogating the curriculum politics 

inherent in such a schema. For example, 

"the French, au contraire, avoid this 

political history in favor of a more social 

or economic history, one in which the 

history of ideas figures more prominently” 

(Lindaman & Ward,  2004, p.  xix). 

Additionally, Anglophone countries are 

more likely to inculcate a way of seeing 

the world (and history) through a single 

story (Lindaman & Ward, 2004). It 

becomes essential, then, to consider the 

cultural and political elements that 

underlie any text, including curriculum. 

One way curriculum follows a 

political perspective is through insulating 

the U.S.as a superpower that is distinctly 

different and/or isolated from the rest of 

the world. Lindaman and Ward (2004) 

argue that Americans need to "examine the 

way our national texts approach the study 

of other nations" (p. xviii). Interestingly, 

when the American history curriculum 

mentions other nations, it is only in the 

context of the U.S. foreign policy of U.S. 
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interests. By positioning other nations and 

cultures in relation to the U.S.is to sorely 

misinterpret cultural contexts as the U.S. 

developed within a global context. Why 

not consider these intersecting roles in 

h i s t o r y  c o n t e n t ? 

Consequent ly,  curr iculum is 

plagued with cultural misunderstandings. 

U.S. history curriculum eschews an 

inability to read cultural context and cues. 

Lindaman and Ward (2004) argue that to 

move beyond such biases and judgments 

and into understanding, "we must honestly 

consider other perspectives" (p. xx). This 

understanding comes from learning to ask 

questions that move beyond a singular 

story. Some other ways that curriculum 

interprets history is through using the 

extremist view that privileges certain 

groups while oppressing others (Dancer, 

2014). In this way, curriculum becomes 

bloated because it focuses mainly on 

content knowledge, yet students do not 

know history. Oftentimes, what students 

do know is skewed. Yet, teachers do not 

know history either. However, what is 

taught is a matter of competing opinions. 

What if there were more options than just 

H o wa r d  Z i n n  o r  L yn n e  C h e n e y? 

 

Nationalism 

Nationalism is conceived of in terms of its 

political purpose and can re-shape within 

the context of time and place. In U.S. 

history and the way it is taught, American 

exceptionalism (and patriotism and 

citizenship) serve as markers for nation-

ness (Anderson, 2006). Calhoun (2012) 

notes that this American exceptionalism 

p a r a d o x  “ s t e ms  f r o m  A me r i c a ’ s 

celebration of its unique degree of diversity 

and its simultaneous tendency to (strive to) 

unite all Americans under one identity 

banner” (p. 7).  Madson (1998) has 

suggested that American exceptionalism 

offers Americans a "mythological refuge 

f rom the  chaos  of  his tory and the 

uncertainty of life" in favor of romantic 

nostalgia for a mythical norm contrived by 

historical amnesia (p. 166).  Edwards 

(2011) extends Madson’s critique of 

American exceptionalism by terming its 

rhetorical voice in history an "ideological 

straightjacket" that deems America's 

founding documents as "sacrosanct" and 

therefore unquestionable (p. 52). The 

projection of American exceptionalism as 

a telos for American history curriculum has 

been felt chiefly among students with 

subjective identities that have been 

consti tutively Othered  by those in 

positions of power that are able to 

determine historical significance in 

c u r r i c u l u m . 

World War II is crucial to current 

conceptions of nationalism because all 

revolutions since the war's end have 

defined themselves in terms of the 

imagined community of nationalism. In 

this way, nationalism is not a political 

ideology but instead acts to mobilize 

ideological attachments. While Anderson 

(2006) contends that nationalism functions 

as an imagined community enacted to 

manifest fraternal bonds among strangers 

(i.e., soldiers that are willing to die for 

citizens they have never met), some 

historians contend nationalism enacts a 

more complex dynamic. For example, 

Lomnitz (2000) argues that the imagined 

c o m m u n i t i e s  o f  n a t i o n a l i s m 

“systematically distinguishes full citizens 

from part citizens or strong citizens from 

weak ones in what he calls ‘bonds of 

dependence’”  (p.  337).  Therefore , 

nationalism cultivates fraternity while 

simultaneously calling for separateness 

through sacrifice, domestic containment, 

a n d  p r i v a t e / p u b l i c  s p h e r e s . 

Nationalism still foregrounds the 

American history curriculum today. An 

e n d u r i n g  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  o n e 
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curriculum map regarding World War II 

states, “the international community’s 

failure to respond to acts of aggression 

led to Wor ld War II” (Northwest 

A r k a n s a s  E d u c a t i o n  S e r v i c e 

Cooperative, 2006). This attempt at an 

enduring understanding fails to mention 

in it, or in any subsequent standards, that 

the international community, including 

the United States, actively participated in 

the build-up to World War II through a 

series of neutrality acts that facilitated 

Hitler's occupation of surrounding 

European countries and allowed for the 

Axis Powers to gain momentum leading 

to World War II. It also ignores the 

privilege of the United States' geography 

that allowed for isolationism for much of 

the war. Using the language of "failure" 

implies an absence of action that does not 

serve America and the larger global 

community's complicit behavior to 

facilitate the aggressiveness leading to 

W o r l d  W a r  I I . 

It makes sense then that the 

posture of these nationalistic terms (and 

those wielding it) alienate many students 

in public schools and normalize the 

rhetorical features that the curriculum 

embeds in the collective conscious by 

mythologizing a fragmented historical 

memory. Through the use of the jeremiad 

as a paradigmatic structure of American 

exceptionalism, the curriculum is able to 

frame history by employing strategies to 

instill fear and agency in nationalistic 

terms. Hodgkin and Radstone (2006) 

demonstrate how the use of the jeremiad 

as a feature of collective memory gives 

the illusion of cohesion through history 

because "[n]ationalist memory describes 

a geography of belonging, and identity 

forged into a specified landscape, 

inseparable from it" (p. 269). These 

fea tures  point  to the  legacies  of 

c i t i zens hip  in  mod e rn  A mer i ca , 

highlighting the stratification of power 

and inequality by white agents of the 

state and protesting the exclusion of 

women, gay men, and men of color in the 

U.S. history curriculum (Ross, 2014). 

 

American Exceptionalism 

The ideological influence of American 

exceptionalism messaging has been 

drawn from its explanatory power in 

tracing the origins and development of 

citizenship and patriotism in America. 

This is particularly true as feminist 

historians have used citizenship as a 

vehicle for tracing the his tory of 

oppression for marginalized groups in the 

U.S. to help build a coherent collective 

memory in an effort to raise the historical 

consc iousness  abou t  gende r  and 

c i t i z e n s h i p  ( S c o t t ,  1 9 9 9 ) . 

Within this context, the rhetorical 

posture of American exceptionalism is 

more comprehensible since it is a logical 

extens ion  of  ea r l ie r  i t e ra t ions  of 

patriotism, privilege, and power. And, as 

historians have used the U.S. history 

curriculum to craft their messages about 

collective identity and memory in the 

United States, they have also pointed to 

the features of patriotism that stem from 

ideas about the value of citizenship and 

exceptionalism. Gender scholars have 

looked to the entire history of the United 

States as a  rhetorical  resou rce for 

investigating the power of citizenship and 

found continuity in the oppression and 

containment of women and gay men 

t h r ou g h ou t  t h e  n a t i on ' s  h i s t o r y . 

 

Citizenship and Citizenship Education 

Fundamentally, citizenship expands and 

contrac ts  in  ways  that  the  his tory 

curriculum does not recognize. The writing 

of the social studies curriculum since the 

1 9 8 0 s  h a s  h i g h l i g h t e d  A me r i c a n 

exceptionalism, patriotism, and the public 
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sphere as features of citizenship in 

America and created new rhetorical modes 

that express and prioritize progress, 

achievement, freedom, and equality in 

important and contradictory ways. In this 

way, citizenship is constitutive rhetoric. 

Representations of citizenship in 

curriculum demonstrate contradictions of 

national unity (conservative republican 

ideology) and cultural pluralism (political 

liberalism ideology) through an elusive 

expansion of roles for citizenship (Abowitz 

& Harnish, 2006). Adrien Oldfield (1998) 

describes this tension as "exclusive 

membership" within the civic republican 

ideology and emphasizes the use of 

"expressions of political membership," 

particularly during times of crisis or war 

(p. 81). It is vital for a curriculum and the 

educators enacting it to recognize and 

communicate the contortions of civic 

participation across space, time, and 

ident i ty.  While  formal  curr iculum 

articulates citizenship in universalistic and 

even vague ways, the enacted curriculum 

f o l l o w s  a  d i f f e r e n t  p a t h . 

How citizenship education is 

enacted in classrooms are often very 

confining. Abowitz and Harnish (2006) 

explain that “texts in this discourse, 

stressing the importance of conserving and 

maintaining U.S. democratic ideals and 

traditions, emphasize the importance of 

learning facts and information about 

democracy’s history and institutions” 

(p.659). They go on to say, “such civic 

knowledge, in civic republican discourse, 

focuses on American history, institutions, 

and pivotal texts (the Constitution, the Bill 

of Rights, etc.), reserving a far smaller 

place for more humanistic, international, 

and critical content and pedagogy” (p. 

659). Thus, nationalistic rhetorical 

strategies in curriculum writing have been 

tied intrinsically to issues of citizenship 

and group identity as American women, 

gay men, and men of color, marginalized 

by public culture and denied access to the 

political sphere, looked for spaces from 

which to forge individual and group 

i d e n t i t i e s . 

Within the political milieu, the 

language of citizenship surrounding World 

War II crystallized the participation of 

women, gay men, and men of color as 

political actors to create salient rhetorical 

resources for foreign relations highlighting 

systems of inequality, ostracism, and 

sacrifice. This globalized the audience of 

America’s power structures after World 

War II, which anchored the United States 

as a global hegemon (Everett & Charlton, 

2014). As a result, nationalism became a 

large part of the conversation in the second 

half of the twentieth century as postwar 

conservatives pushed back against the 

p r o g r e s s i v e  e d u c a t i o n  a g e n d a . 

Conservative revisionists often took the 

most aggressive nationalistic stance in the 

rhetorical posturing of social studies 

curriculum, especially in the portrayal of 

World War II, as a means to “represent 

their educational program as a critical 

security measure” (Giordano, 2004, p. 

242). This would become a permanent 

fixture in social studies curriculum and 

h i s t o r y  c l a s s r o o m s . 

As national security became the 

dominant political rationale of the social 

studies curriculum, several educational 

changes were set forth to mold dutiful 

citizens and distinguish the United States 

as exceptional. Giordarno (2004) adds that 

conservative educators  encouraged 

scholastic nationalism that emphasized 

teachers as “preparers of patriotism” to 

help students become “loyal soldiers” (p. 

173). Because nationalism is at the center 

of what it means to be an active or "good" 

citizen, history curriculum representing 

World War II centers on American 

exceptionalism, patriotism, and gendered 
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citizenship to demonstrate how citizenship 

and nationalism functioned together to 

unify the United States, both through 

armed and domestic service, to "win" 

World War II.  Conversely, many liberals 

found “displeasure at the rapid growth of 

scholastic nationalism” (Giordano, 2004, 

p. 202). Some consequences of this 

political discourse were “curricular bans 

against the languages of the foreign 

countries with which America was at war” 

(p. 239). These patterns set a precedent of 

exceptionalism for decades to come. 

Framing c i t izenship a round 

sameness casts a shadow of the dominant 

group to encompass citizenship that does 

not take into account the systematic 

differences between groups. The rhetorical 

and legal platform stemming from 

institutional inequality had  drastic 

repercussions for women, gay men, and 

men of color throughout the United States, 

particularly during World War II. Glenn 

(2004) explains that citizenship was 

defined through the opposition of a "non-

citizen" (p. 20). She writes that "the 

autonomy and freedom of the citizens 

were made possible by labor (often 

i n vo l u n t a r y)  o f  n o n - a u t on o mou s 

w i v e s … c h i l d r e n ,  s e r v a n t s ,  a n d 

employees" (p.  20) .  To plant  and 

perpetuate the canonical collective 

memory, tropes of the "good" citizen 

constrained the voices of women, men of 

color, and gay men as political actors. 

Glenn explains this dichotomy is created 

through the division and opposition of the 

private and public sphere, whereas "the 

public is the realm of citizenship, rights, 

and generality, while sexuality, feeling, 

and  spec if ic i ty—and women—are 

relegated to the private,” p. 21) She 

continues, “After World War II, liberal 

politics emphasized equality under the law 

and an assumption of sameness in daily 

encounters.” However, this rhetoric cannot 

counter the normalized and embedded 

features of  American l ife  actually 

e n t r e n c h e d  i n  i n e q u a l i t y . 

I t  i s  p os s ib l e  t o  s ee  how 

conservative republican activists saw an 

opportunity for avant-garde citizenship 

education, given its historical position 

within the American patriotism myth 

that “enshrine” individual liberty and 

collective unity simultaneously (Smith, 

2006, p. 125).  Sonya Rose (2003) 

cogently describes the shift in the 

masculine citizenry and the way in 

which it circumscribed women and gay 

m e n .  S h e  w r i t e s  t h a t : 

 

very early in World War II, the 

v i r t u e s  o f  a  d o m e s t i c , 

conservative, and middle-class 

nation were those that came to 

d e f in e  ma n h ood  a nd  ' g o od 

citizenship' as well. In World War 

II, the virility of the 'good citizen', 

and masculinity i tself ,  were 

t empe red…I f  bo th  na t iona l 

identi ty and masculinity are 

constructed in opposition to an  

‘other’, there was no more ‘hyper-

masculine’ than the Nazis against 

whom to fashion nationhood and 

m a s c u l i n i t y .  ( p .  1 5 3 ) 

 

In other words, women and gay men 

became an acceptable Other in opposition 

of an enemy (i.e., the Nazis and the Axis 

Powers), but only in the service of 

American masculinity. The aesthetics of 

feminine masculinity within citizenship 

catapulted women and gay men into 

popular culture and media attention 

through representations predominately 

influenced and created by propaganda 

used to mold the new shape of membership 

for the previously precluded groups in the 

A m e r i c a n  i d e n t i t y . 
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D omest ic  C ontainment .  In 

charting the complicated and shifting 

relationship between passive and dominant 

citizenship, it is clear that masculine 

proclamations about feminine deviance 

have had the effect of forcing women and 

gay men to draw on gendered and queer 

experiences through strategies that 

necessarily reference the “secondary and 

separate status” that gender containment 

confined them to (Zieger, 1999, p. 142). 

But these civic actors also used political 

critique, historical evidence, anecdote, 

personalization, mimesis, and invective 

(among other strategies) to problematize 

the minimal commitment of state and 

federal officials to civic participation for 

all members of society as soldiers returned 

home after World War II. Indeed, the era 

of Cold War magnified domesticity as a 

citizenship frame, so that the lenses that 

characterized women and gay men's role 

w e r e  s t i l l  r e l a t i v e l y  s t a b l e  a n d 

exclusionary by the time Reagan was 

inaugurated, using the demonization of the 

teachers and public education in A Nation 

at Risk to ignite the standardization 

movement that became part of his legacy.  

Still, the accounts of these non-normative 

citizens showcase the new conversations 

about repression and liberation that 

emerged in the domestic containment of 

World War II as well as the strategies that 

authors of artifacts that the masses can 

access (i.e., visuals artifacts and popular 

histories) utilized to bridge new audiences 

a n d  a c t i v i s t s  e v e n  n o w . 

 

IMPLICATIONS 

 

It makes sense then that the posture of 

these nationalistic terms (and those 

wielding it) not only alienate many 

students in public schools but normalize 

the rhetorical features that the curriculum 

embeds in the collective conscious 

through mythologizing a fragmented 

historical memory. Because women and 

gay men’s slogans and ideology were 

articulated by mothers and formerly 

occluded actors, particularly as the 

military and business industry targeted 

their civic and domestic participation, 

gende r  c on ta in men t  t ook  up  t he 

relationship between identity construction 

and citizenship as a place to excavate new 

arenas for  the  s t ruggle  for  ac tive 

citizenship participation, particularly in 

the accounts of women and gay men. The 

following suggestions can be used for 

multiple purposes: informing classroom 

practice,  informing social  s tudies 

education policy, and guiding future 

research into gender as a category of 

analysis in the U.S. history curriculum. 

Before suggesting any implications that 

this research may propose, the authors 

would note that this approach to rhetorical 

history is only illustrative of how gender 

ma y be  used  in  the  U .S .  h i s tor y 

curriculum. Any claims or generalizations 

are only immediately applicable to the 

specific example and not intended to 

represent all contexts nor intended as a 

f or mula ic  approach .  Desp i te  t he 

limitation of generalizability, insights 

may be drawn from the work in this paper. 

Using gender as a category of historical 

ana l ys i s  provides  s t ra teg ies  tha t 

demonstrate opportunities to explore 

contexts using different historiography 

than traditionally used by academic 

his tor ians  and t radi t ional  his tory 

classrooms. By demonstrating these 

strategies for exploring gender through 

history, students are given a more 

comprehensive set of reading strategies 

that can be transitioned from ELA to 

content area classrooms and are also 

valuable resources for media literacy in a 

cultural time of deep tension between 

c o m p e t i n g  i d e o l o g i c a l  f o r c e s .  
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 Outside of the instructional practices 

of social studies teachers in their own 

classrooms, social studies education policy 

stands in the area between where historical 

construction and identity politics are most 

e n g a g e d  t h r o u g h  t e a c h e r s ,  s c h o o l 

administrators, district officials, and state, 

n a t i on a l ,  o r  p r i va t e  s oc i a l  s t u d ie s 

organizations interested in social studies 

education policy. Social studies education 

and gender are never far from the national 

forefront of attention due to the myth of 

conflict being continually perpetuated 

through framework debates. Throughout 

state legislatures across the nation, U.S. 

history education is constantly challenged for 

not allowing the instruction of fringe 

histories. Proponents on both sides, those that 

want to teach exceptionalism in isolation and 

those that wish to integrate alternative 

histories and dissenting narratives, square off 

as if they are the only two sides in the debate 

on policy-making involving social studies 

education standards. These two contingents 

are not the only choices, yet they dominate 

the discussions due to a myth of conflict.  

 Many other stakeholders are not 

represented in most of these debates, such as 

teachers, parents, students, and feminist 

historians. They are proponents of an 

informed social studies education policy that 

no longer disregards the views and values of 

cultural differences based on gender, race, 

class, age, ethnicity, or religion. In no other 

content area are students expected to abandon 

their identity or their experiences for the sake 

of learning a mythical norm or to simply 

avoid the discussion of identity markers as is 

exhibited when learning history, particularly 

U . S .  h i s t o r y .  

 Future research with students using 

gender as a category of historical analysis 

could further trace the development of 

students’ interpretation and accessing of 

historical content and context. Currently, 

there is not very much work that expands 

beyond looking at women and categorizing 

their involvement as historical actors in 

history. Furthering research on gender, 

specifically, would expand and deepen 

opportunities to provide textures to texts used 

i n  t h e  s o c i a l  s t u d i e s  c l a s s r o o m .  
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