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ABSTRACT 
 

I argue in this dissertation that U.S. rhetorics of national masculinity, while 

consistently present during the twentieth century, have changed shape in response to 

economic, social, and political crises. My research begins with the early twentieth-

century Boy Scouts of America.  It then moves to the late twentieth century, focusing on 

Ronald Reagan's inaugural speeches and the U.S. Army's campaign brochures, seeking to 

understand how U.S. national boundaries around masculinity have been drawn and 

redrawn according to political economies of the body.  In these examples, the middle 

class struggles to define itself against realities of advancing capitalism that threaten the 

social capital of whiteness, manhood, and middle-class status.  

In chapter one, I present a literature review of masculinity, gender, and 

nationalism theories and an overview of my research methods. 

In chapter two, I present a rhetorical analysis of American masculinist nationalism 

at the turn of the 20th century, focusing on rhetoric that was used to develop boys and 

young men into masculine preservers of the nation, including training manuals from the 

Boy Scouts of America.  I particularly concentrate on narratives of the formation and 

beginnings of the BSA.  I connect the rhetoric of these narratives to the concurrent 

changes in Roosevelt’s military goals.   

In chapter three, I examine how, beginning with President Ronald Reagan, the 

economy became rhetorically tied to ideals of freedom and democracy.  I argue that the 

effect of this rhetorical shift has been that national projects that were formerly tied to 
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national pride and service can now be executed through calls to improve the national 

economy or even one’s individual economic status.  

In chapter four, I argue that this rhetorical shift has changed the rhetoric of Army 

recruiting.  I analyze U.S. Army recruiting brochures and surveys to argue that 

masculinist nationalism in this context maintains elements from early-twentieth-century 

masculinity, but incorporates rhetoric of economic individualism that stems from 

Reagan's era. 

In chapter five, I draw from examples in the three analysis chapters of my 

dissertation to make observations about the nature of masculinist nationalism in the U.S., 

and suggest areas for further research stemming from my dissertation. 
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CHAPTER 1:  INTRODUCTION 
 

In early June 2004, as news and images of the Abu Ghraib prisoner abuse scandal 

were still surfacing in the mainstream press, U.S. readers and viewers were met with an 

unrelenting stream of stories on another, less controversial topic: the death of former 

President Ronald Reagan, along with coverage of various national memorial services in 

his honor.  The media provided viewers and readers across the nation with play-by-play 

accounts of the six-day national mourning period that Nancy Reagan had arranged 

according to President Reagan’s plans, and the funeral and the media coverage at times 

overshadowed the coverage of the prisoner abuses.  While they certainly had not planned 

Reagan’s death as a diversion, the media took every opportunity to focus on news that 

restored the public’s faith that our nation was just and led by great men.  A New York 

Times article begins with the following description of Reagan’s national funeral: 

In a soaring cathedral on the capital’s highest hilltop, world leaders past and 

present came to remember Ronald Reagan on Friday as the perpetual optimist 

who saw his nation as a shining city on a hill, then sent him home to California 

for the final scene of what President Bush called a ‘great American story.’ 

(Purdum A1)1 

                                                           
1 It’s interesting to note that the “city upon a hill” metaphor is borrowed from early American writer John 
Winthrop.  The NYT article explains that Winthrop was Reagan’s favorite author, and that passages from 
Winthrop were read at Reagan’s funeral.  Winthrop used the “city upon a hill” metaphor to argue that 
America was part of God’s plan, laying the foundation for the idea of American exceptionalism that 
justified the early Americans’ colonization of North America.  Though such analysis is beyond the scope of 
this dissertation, one could easily draw parallels between Winthrop’s use of religion as a justification for 
colonizing New England, and Reagan’s use of religious references to extend manifest destiny to the 
expansion of so-called free-market capitalism.  
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We are also reminded in this article that the “financial markets he helped fatten through 

most of the 1980’s” were closed in Reagan’s honor for the evening of the memorial 

service in the National Cathedral (A9).  What are we to make of the romantic faith in the 

nation’s presidency that the media created through its coverage of Reagan’s funeral?  

What are we to make of the way Reagan’s power as a leader is juxtaposed to the 

feminized Nancy Reagan in headlines such as “For a Frail Mrs. Reagan, a Week of Great 

Resolve” (Nagourney and Weinraub A1).  Theories of nationalism and masculinity can 

help to contextualize the rhetoric of these articles.  Using such theories, we can begin to 

answer questions such as, what role do language and symbolism have in representing the 

nation as a masculine space?  How is it relevant that former British Prime Minister 

Margaret Thatcher, who attended Reagan’s funeral, remembered Reagan by saying that 

“the world mourns the passing of the great liberator,” according to one NYT article 

(Janofsky A1), yet no mention is made of Reagan’s role in prolonging apartheid in South 

Africa (and the fact that Nelson Mandela was not present at Reagan’s funeral)? 

The media portrayal of Reagan’s funeral, and the rhetorical connection (certainly 

in terms of time, but less obviously in terms of how the U.S. nation is represented) to 

U.S. military actions including the Abu Ghraib prison scandal, is one example that leads 

us to the importance of understanding the rhetorical, historical dimensions of nationalism 

and how masculinity has functioned in conjunction with it in the U.S.  Nationalism and 

masculinity lead us through issues of gender, race, and economics that can help us 

understand why myths such as those the media proliferated at Reagan’s death work 

rhetorically in configuring Americans’ sense of the U.S. nation. 
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In this dissertation I will explore the historical and contemporary connections 

between masculinity and nationalism in the 20th century United States., focusing on 

discourses of masculinity and nationalism that grew in response to domestic policy 

changes such as the Emancipation Proclamation, social factors such as the growing 

women’s movements, and governmental strategies for economic development.  I use the 

word nation to mean a sociopolitical formation, an “imagined community” as Benedict 

Anderson calls it (6), constructed socially and discursively in response to specific social 

and historical circumstances.  As a sociopolitical group, Cynthia Enloe argues, a nation is 

a community of members that “believe that they have been shaped by a common past and 

are destined to share a common future. . .”  Such a community maintains a “commitment 

to fostering those beliefs and promoting policies which permit the nation to control its 

own destiny” (1989, 45).  I enter my investigation abiding by Benedict Anderson’s 

argument that in order to understand nationalism, “we need to consider carefully how [it 

has] come into historical being, in what ways [its] meanings have changed over time, and 

why, today, [it] command[s] such profound emotional legitimacy” (4).To understand the 

history, meanings, and pathetic power of masculinist national rhetoric is to understand the 

role that nationalism plays in political and everyday discourse, and the extent to which 

nationalist rhetoric creates and limits possibilities for different groups of people. 

My research will begin with historical subjects from the early 20th century 

including the Boy Scouts of America.  I will then move to the late-twentieth century, 

focusing on Ronald Reagan's inaugural speeches and the U.S. Army's campaign 

brochures, seeking to understand how U.S. national boundaries around masculinity have 
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been drawn and redrawn according to political economies of the body.   These three sites 

are uniquely significant to the theme of my dissertation because they each represent a 

conservative response to the evolving U.S. capitalist agenda.  In these examples, the 

middle class struggles to define itself against realities of advancing capitalism that 

threaten the social capital of whiteness, manhood, and middle-class status.  Within these 

conservative sites of the BSA, Reagan's inaugural addresses, and the U.S. Army's "Army 

of One" campaign, the ideologies of social Darwinism and eugenics are particularly 

prominent.  In these sites, we also see repeatedly the theme of the shining individual 

within a communal context.  My goal is to explore ways in which the U.S. national 

boundaries are being redrawn today similar to and different from the ways they were 

drawn at the turn of the 20th century through such narratives of nationalism.  I describe 

the three main questions guiding my research in the following paragraphs. 

Through the lens of nationalism theories, I will analyze how race, class, and 

gender have worked together over the last century to support social inequality (racial, 

gender, and economic) in the U.S. through the dominant rhetoric of masculinity.  While 

one could argue that masculine discourses have been present to some extent throughout 

the history of Western Europe and the United States, in the twentieth century, colonial 

themes merged with a discourse of masculinity in mainstream institutions like the Boy 

Scouts of America and physical education programs, in masculinist role-models like 

Theodore Roosevelt, and in early 21st-century U.S. military activities.  By looking at the 

areas of contradiction and tension within these institutions, I will show how rhetorics of 

gender were built using colonial/imperial ideas about race in the U.S.  While discourses 
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of masculinity have roots in a much longer history, and while throughout the twentieth 

century there have been competing discourses of masculinity, I examine sites where 

dominant masculinity was reinvented along racial and class lines in the U.S. in response 

to unique twentieth-century social changes.  Such research on masculinity will add to the 

scholarship on the rhetoric of gender and race by examining how the rhetoric of 

nationalism contributes to the milieu in which language and culture are transmitted.  

 

1.1 Literature Review  
 
Nationalism 

Theories of the nation examine how categories of gender, race, and class are 

created, maintained, transformed, and destroyed in relation to building national identities.  

The Oxford English Dictionary defines nation as “an extensive aggregate of persons, so 

closely associated with each other by common descent, language, or history, as to form a 

distinct race or people, usually organized as a separate political state and occupying a 

definite territory” (definition 1a).  The word is a descendent of the Latin natus, nasci, “to 

be born.”  Thus nation suggests a “natural” category of people (Yuval-Davis 15).  

Implied in a nation are boundaries between members and non-members, inside and 

outside, citizen and non-citizen.  Theories of nationalism examine how people are 

determined to belong within and without the national boundaries (physical and 

ideological) surrounding a nation, how those boundaries are continually drawn and 

redrawn, and how the boundaries are represented as natural.  In creating such boundaries, 

people often use binaries of white and non-white, male and female, masculine and 
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feminine, heterosexual and homosexual, and affluent and poor to construct a national 

ideology and identity.  Some nationalism scholarship looks at ways in which the US has 

been constructed as a nation wherein white men hold the source of national action and 

power (e.g. Balibar and Wallerstein, Nelson, and Bederman) Of course, binaries 

generally do not reflect the social realities of race, sex, gender, or class; yet, such binaries 

have historically been imposed upon society to define and celebrate those with the most 

power, and to identify a particular group as citizens. 

Hugh Seton-Watson, in contrast to the OED, concludes that “no ‘scientific 

definition’ of the nation can be devised; yet the phenomenon has existed and exists” (5).  

Benedict Anderson recognizes this difficulty of defining the nation as a physical space or 

natural relationship among people, and instead defines it as “an imagined political 

community—and imagined as both inherently limited and sovereign” (6).  He argues in 

Imagined Communities that even Marxist theory (which seeks to unite people globally) 

has not been able to resolve the problem of nationalism’s power to separate people.  

Marx’s elision of nationalism is evident to Anderson in The Communist Manifesto where 

Marx writes, “The proletariat of each country must, of course, first of all settle matters 

with its own bourgeoisie” (Anderson 3-4). As evidence of the problems that have resulted 

from this elision, he points out that nationalism has lead Marxist states to fight against 

one another in recent decades. “Indeed,” he argues, “nation-ness is the most universally 

legitimate value in the political life of our time” (3).  

Benedict Anderson’s definition of the nation as an “imagined community” will be 

important for my work in rhetoric because it provides a framework for analyzing the role 
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of nationalism in forming a rhetoric and narrative of history, the present social reality, 

and possibilities for the future.  As Tom Nairn points out, nationalism is a Modern Janus, 

looking forward and back at the same time.  The idea of “common destiny” (Otto Bauer 

trans. in Yuval-Davis 19), then, is developed through a rhetoric of the past as well as a 

rhetoric of the future.  

Anderson’s nation responded in part to Ernest Gellner’s Nations and Nationalism, 

as well as the unresolved issue within Marxism of the role of national boundaries in 

proletariat revolution.  Gellner articulates a theory of nationalism that centers on culture.  

Situating the rise of nationalism within modernism, Gellner, using a Marxist framework, 

traces its causes to the conditions of the relations of production under modern capitalism.  

As this economic reality unfolded, people ceased to learn their trades from specialized 

situations and locations such as apprenticeships.  Rather, workers began to collect at 

central locations away from their homes to receive a standardized education.  This 

standardized education ensured that workers could fulfill several possible jobs, switching 

jobs when necessary to fit the changing demands of the marketplace.2  The education 

system, in other words, has played a central role in the alienation of workers from their 

labor, according to Gellner. 

The important factor in this process of standardized education, Gellner argues, is 

that it simultaneously promotes a cultural standard.  Nationalism comes about when a 

state designates and universalizes a “high” culture.  A rhetoric of equality creates the 

                                                           
2 Gellner places the rise of standard education at the beginning of modernism, quite a while before 
Fordism; however, Fordism is probably the clearest example of workers being plugged into jobs from 
which they can be pulled and placed in other jobs.  David Harvey and Frederic Jameson examine this 
phenomenon in detail. 
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illusion that, because anyone under capitalism can change her class position, anyone can 

have access to this high culture3.  The high culture is transmitted through the education 

system as national culture.  In opposition to Max Weber’s definition of the state as the 

institution that has a monopoly on legitimized violence, Gellner defines the state as the 

institution that has a monopoly on legitimized education4.   

Anderson situates nationalism more specifically as a result of the rise of print 

capitalism.  With the distribution of print capitalism, he argues, people were able to read 

about others they had never met, and to see them as part of the same collective.  

Language became standardized through print capitalism, and geographical places that had 

once seemed distant now seemed relevant and part of one’s own geographical location.  

Today, communication has gone beyond print capitalism in maintaining nationalism; it 

happens in a variety of media including television, radio, and most recently, computer 

games.  The coverage of the September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks on the Twin Towers in 

New York City and the Pentagon in Washington, D.C., is a good example.  Americans 

who didn’t read the papers, had never been to New York, and knew no one in DC felt 

strongly connected to the attacks emotionally.  In addition to an idea of a shared 

collective, the medium of print also created a mythical history of the nation.  Etienne 

Balibar notes that such mythical history creates ideas of shared “ethnicity,” a concept that 

is a mask for race and language as exclusionary definitions of the state.  John Hutchinson 

(as I’ll show later) also sees the myths of ethnicity and language to be important in 

                                                           
3 Gramsci characterizes high culture, legitimized by the State, in (coded) Marxian terms as a vehicle for 
bourgeois dominance.  He argues that in order for the proletariat to gain enough power to become 
hegemonic, they must create a popular national culture with persuasive power that reaches working-class 
people, what he terms a “national-popular” culture. 
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creating a national history, though he looks at the constructions outside of a Western 

context.  And Eric Hobsbawm writes about the imagined tradition that is created through 

monuments and rituals.  Monuments like the Vietnam War Memorial (with its contested 

history, having been created by an Asian American woman), and the “moments of 

silence” we have observed in memory of September 11, 2001 have functioned to create 

stories that incorporate those events into our shared national history as “Americans.” 

The result of print capitalism, Anderson argues, is a functional fraternity, 

imagined as sovereign, limited, and equal.  Within a nation, people believe there is 

equality (though equality conceived as “fraternity” has been complicated by later 

writers).  Members of a nation imagine the nation to be limited geographically (and also 

in terms of gender and race, which later writers also take up).  And they imagine the 

nation to have sovereignty over itself.5  People within a nation no longer looked primarily 

to the church to explain being, destiny, and eternity; the idea of the nation took over with 

a narrative of an endless, timeless belonging.  Once these models were formed in places 

like France and the U.S., no nation could be born that didn’t follow the model, according 

to Anderson.  In fact, essentially every country would have to follow this model in order 

to participate in the capitalist world.   

The above theories are crucial to opening new avenues of analysis and critique of 

how race and gender fit into these theoretical frameworks of nationalism.  It is important 

                                                                                                                                                                             
4 See also Althusser’s discussion of the education system as an Ideological State Apparatus (ISA).  
5 This is why national identity under colonialism is so complex.  How does a colonized nation such as 
Puerto Rico imagine itself as sovereign?  Nationalism in a colonial context is often bound up in a 
contradiction between an imagined “fraternity” between the colonizer and the colonized, and the extreme 
power differences that exist.. On the other end of the spectrum, “American exceptionalism” is a model of 
how this imagined sovereignty functions to justify imperialism.  
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to note that Prasenjit Duara finds problems with Anderson and Gellner’s model of 

nationalism as a product of modernism.  While their ideas work for European nations and 

those colonized by the West, their formulations, Duara argues, don’t account for nations 

that attained modernism through nationalism rather than attaining nationalism through 

modernism.6   For example, it was through a nationalism centered on a common culture 

and heritage that China pulled together different groups in an effort to attain 

industrialism.  Mao is famous for using nationalism to mobilize people toward 

industrialism, with much bloodshed. 

While Gellner implies that it’s possible to exist outside of nationalism, and 

Anderson counters that we have no choice but to imagine ourselves in terms of nations 

(what’s important, he says, is not whether we do, but how we do), they both imagine the 

world to be moving along the same time line of modernism that has spawned nationalism.  

Neither of them imagines nationalism as a positive force to create historical change.  

Gramsci, however, sees nationalism as an important part of agency, according to Forgacs, 

because he is concerned about hegemony in a fundamentally nationalist context.  

Gramsci sees agency in the alliance between different class elements, and this alliance 

can come about by creating ties through a mass-based culture that functions as 

nationalism, motivating people.  Within this construction, rhetoric has a positive function 

of creating a history that works in favor of the proletariat.  Gramsci argued for shared 

culture as necessary for positive change when it grows from the working class, that is, 

                                                           
6 This critique is similar to critiques of Marx.  Hall and Said have noted that Marx assumes that 
industrialism and capitalism comes about through a historical dialectic.  However, in colonized nations, 
capitalism and industrialism were imposed upon the countries by colonizers. 
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when it is counter-hegemonic; by contrast, Gellner argues that culture is always 

hegemonic and merely a smoke screen for the state’s control. 

David Held argues that analyzing the nature of nationalism is becoming moot 

today because nation-state is declining in the face of multi-national corporations.  

According to Held, rather than the state functioning as controller of the corporations, as 

happened in the past, now we have the state functioning in service of the corporations.  If 

his contention about the declining importance of the state is correct, it remains to be seen 

what will happen to the nationalism that goes along with them.7  An important part of my 

research on masculinity and nationalism must attend to the role of capitalism in reifying 

race and sexuality.  For example, it is important to analyze the role of capitalism in the 

Abu Ghraib and Guantanamo prisoner abuses, particularly when the military frequently 

outsources penal management to private security companies.  Yuval-Davis argues that the 

boundaries of the military have shifted so that being in the military no longer is a 

citizenship duty, but is now a professional job similar to that in a large civil corporation.  

As such, the connections between patriotism and militarism have become obsolete (99).  

The military has opened to women, she argues, as part of its shift from an institution of 

citizenship to a institution of voluntary professionalism.  A significant element of my 

analysis will be to examine how this shift has changed the role of the military in 

reproducing national masculinity. 

                                                           
7 I have left out the issue raised by several theorists who have noted that there are often several co-existing 
and competing nationalisms within a state, negating the idea that nationalism is merely produced by the 
state.  The example of Eastern Europe and the nationalisms that have created conflict there are good 
examples of this important question that has been applied to traditional theories of nationalism.  See, for 
example, Anderson p. 1-2, and Prasenjit Duara, “Historicizing National Identity, or Who Imagines What 
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Yuval-Davis argues that it is crucial in defining nationalism to include the rhetoric 

of common destiny that, she argues, often informs nationalism, especially in the U.S.  In 

particular, this sense of common destiny needs to account for gender.  Sacvan Bercovitch 

explores this idea of common destiny in the U.S. as a rhetorical phenomenon in his The 

American Jeremiad, though not in terms of nationalism per se, and not in terms of gender.  

This idea of common destiny becomes important in my analysis of Reagan’s nation 

rhetoric in chapter 3, where I examine how he rhetorically pairs nationalism with the 

economy rather than with the state. 

 
Gender and Race 

Yuval-Davis takes up the issue of gender by pointing to a series of binaries that 

have constructed women and men as occupying different and unequal positions within 

the national narrative.  The categories that accompany the binary of masculine/male 

versus feminine/female take forms such as culture versus politics and the economy, 

interior versus exterior, and private versus public.  Throughout this dissertation, I will 

look for how such binary logic is used in nationalist rhetoric to create a discourse on 

men’s and women’s roles in the nation.  In particular, I’ll look for ways that masculinity 

is defined against the “non-masculine”/feminine. 

Typically, mainstream popular discourse about the nation has connected manhood 

to the exterior or public sphere and femininity to the interior, domestic sphere.  Such 

discourse often represents women as keepers of the interior aspects of national life, 

including home, religion, and children.  For example, Amy Kaplan writes that in 

                                                                                                                                                                             
and When” in Becoming National: A Reader.  Ed. Geoff Elay and Ronald Grigor Suny.  New York: Oxford 
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representations of the nation, male and female are represented differently, with female 

roles tied to “the home as bounded and rigidly ordered interior space as opposed to the 

boundless and undifferentiated space of an infinitely expanding frontier,” tied to male 

roles.  Kaplan is particularly interested in the way the metaphors of home, homefront, and 

domesticity are ideologically tied to American imperialism.  “The home,” Kaplan writes, 

“is a mobile space that became in one way encompassed and in another expelled the 

foreign within, and the ideology of separate gendered spheres reinforced the effort to 

separate races by rendering freed black slaves as foreign to the nation” (19).  National 

metaphors that delineate binaries such as interior/exterior, home and frontier, and 

domestic and foreign on the basis of gender, then, are also intimately tied to discourses of 

race, and are used to demarcate ideological boundaries around citizenship and whiteness.       

Laura Wexler draws from this tendency to link women metaphorically to the 

interior spaces of the nation as she explores the role of female photographers in creating 

what she calls “domestic images.”  While such photographs, she argues, may include 

traditionally domestic subjects such as mothers, babies, and families, they may also 

create domestic, intimate space out of any space, often for propaganda purposes.  “The 

domestic realm,” she writes, “can be figured as well by a battleship as by a nursery if that 

battleship . . . is known to be on a mission to redraw and then patrol the nation’s 

boundaries, the sine qua non of the homeland” (21). 

While gender is a construction that does not rest on biology, Yuval-Davis finds 

that biology is very much a site upon which masculinist nationalisms are enacted.  Men 
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historically occupy the public/political sphere of making laws while women are 

historically relegated to the private sphere as keepers of tradition, language, values, and 

religion.  Several consequences for women’s bodies have followed.  In terms of 

reproduction, women have been discursively constructed as the reproducers of citizens 

For example, in Plato’s Republic, women are constructed as contributing the body of a 

citizen, while men contribute to the soul—in other words, men make the physical person 

a citizen (Jarrett and Ong 18).  Most interests in maintaining the borders of the nation 

have been carried out through women’s reproduction.  Legal control over women’s 

reproduction and more indirect laws concerning family welfare have made the female 

body a site where nationalism plays out physically.8   

The boundaries of the nation are also policed through more direct laws concerning 

who can marry, and which progeny may become members of the nation.  For example, 

various state laws legally codified the “one-drop” theory, legislating that a person with as 

little as 1/32 black blood is black regardless of skin color, as was the case in Louisiana 

(Omi and Winant 53).  These laws coincided with the anti-miscegenation laws that 

forbade non-whites such as Asians, blacks, and Native Americans from marrying whites, 

such as the California legislation in 1880 (Takaki 205).  Often, race has played out 

differentially according to sex, granting citizenship to Asian immigrant women who 

married white men, but revoking citizenship of white women who married Asian 

immigrant men.  There was no danger for white men to lose their contribution to the 

nation because they did not reproduce.  They could maintain their function in the public 

                                                           
8 For more thorough analysis of women’s reproduction and nationalism, see Cynthia Enloe’s Bananas, 
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sphere.  However, if a white woman married a non-white man, she would be taking away 

the nation’s potential to have more white citizens, according to this logic.  It was a way of 

systematically keeping white women for white men, and keeping the power and money of 

the nation in the hands of whites.  As Yuval-Davis acknowledges, gender relations are 

not in reality a simple binary; scholars must keep in mind that some women have always 

had power over some men.  Colonizing white women, for example, have historically had 

more socio-cultural and economic power than colonized black men.  Othering in the U.S. 

has occurred along double axes of race and gender, defining men against women but also 

against men of color, and defining white women in relation to men of color.  

 

Masculinity and Race 

The separation between races and genders served to maintain the hegemony of 

white men in the U.S. through a discourse that shifted in response to economic, legal, and 

social changes in the U.S.  Racism, as with capitalism, continually has to reproduce itself 

in order to maintain domination.  In the late 19th and early 20th centuries in the U.S., this 

shift turned on the discourse of masculinity, as Gail Bederman describes.  Prior to this 

time period, an ideal of “manliness” was prevalent as a marker for white men.  The 

discourse of manliness valued the mind over the body, and being with family was an 

important part of the construction.  But once blacks gained legal rights and were (in a 

strictly official sense) able to occupy the same space with white men, the white 

constructions of the black male body as physical, primitive, and barbaric became 
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constructions that were co-opted into the construction of white manhood as well.  This 

co-opting occurred because of the perceived threat that white men felt.  With the law no 

longer limiting black men, anxiety over their position of power prompted white men to 

re-imagine their manhood in a way that would guarantee their continued power.   

The result was that the discourse of manhood changed from a discourse of 

manliness (where value was placed on intellect and tenderness alongside physical 

strength) to a discourse of masculinity, in which brute physical strength became equated 

with social power.  In response to white fear of blacks gaining social and economic 

power, white theorists from the turn of the century proposed that blacks represented a 

primitive stage in the evolutionary development of humans, and that whites contained all 

of the stages of human development, including the most advanced stages, within 

themselves.  According to this theory, the white male child was primitive, but gradually 

“evolved” within his lifetime to become a “civilized” adult.  In this way, whites could 

possess all the characteristics that they saw as threatening in blacks, such as physical 

strength, and harness those strengths when necessary.  The “civilized” (white) man, 

however, would always be able to keep those qualities in check.  The discourse held that 

the black man could not harness these “primitive” qualities, and therefore was likely to 

rape white women.  This discourse of the impending rape of the white woman was the 

basis for many of the lynchings that occurred after the emancipation of blacks.  The 

history of masculinist national discourse includes many sites at which such discourse was 

created and legitimized.  Discourses of boys’ education and development are particularly 

revealing because they blend the rhetoric of the “civilized” white male with the 



   

 

25

imperialist rhetoric of the U.S. as an emerging world power.  One such site is the Boy 

Scouts of America, which will be the focus of my analysis in Chapter 2. 
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1.2 The Dialectic of Masculinist-Racist Nationalism: Methods and Rationale 
 

I will employ rhetorical analysis and critical discourse analysis approaches in this 

dissertation, always conscious of the dialectic between language and ideology.  The 

categories of race, gender, and nation have collided and colluded historically and 

rhetorically through language.  My study of masculinist, nationalist rhetoric will bring 

these categories together, arguing that they have been, by definition, dependent upon 

each other throughout the twentieth century, and continue to be so.  At different moments 

in history, “U.S. citizen” has also meant “white” and “masculine,” though it has attained 

these definitions by measuring itself negatively against “non-white” and “non-

masculine.”  The process of defining citizenship in the negative has impacted people’s 

lives by maintaining a national insecurity that perpetuates racism, sexism, heterosexism, 

and imperialism.   

This historical, continuing impact upon people’s lives is the value of this project.  

To interpret and transform nationalist rhetoric, one needs to understand how such rhetoric 

has been part of larger social conflicts and changes.  The rhetoric of nationalism is the 

discursive element of a historical dialectic that is comprised of continual contradiction 

and change.  As Ken McAllister argues, “analyses of cultural artifacts . . . are doomed to 

remain little more than interesting hermeneutic exercises if they are not somehow 

connected to an understanding of the dialectic” (32). Therefore, my study will employ a 

dialectical approach, delineating the relationships among the dependent categories of 

race, gender, and nation.  Lukacs argues that when society fails to see the relationships 

between historical factors, reified ideas such as nationalism will “remain unresolved and 
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will be reproduced by the dialectical mechanics of history at a high level, in an altered 

form and with increased intensity” (198).  His argument has played out during the 

twentieth century in regard to masculinist nationalism, as the rhetoric of nationalism at 

the turn of the twentieth century has been reworked into the rhetoric of the twenty-first, 

changing in measured ways to accommodate different goals. 

I will use critical rhetorical analysis to characterize particular sites of nationalist 

rhetoric as part of a dialectical framework, assuming these sites to be part of larger social 

conflicts—in this case, racial and gender conflicts.  For example, when the Boy Scouts of 

America instructed boys to wear a particular uniform at the turn of the century, it did so 

as Roosevelt was revised the uniforms of the military in an effort to strengthen the U.S.’s 

imperial influence in the world.  Roosevelt’s imperialist goals initiated the social struggle 

of U.S. colonialism.  McAllister explains the connection between analyzing rhetorical 

events and analyzing the larger dialectic in this way: 

In effect, the dialectic is host to a vast number of webs of eluctable and 

ineluctable rhetorical events.  Each web is a contradiction, each rhetorical 

event one of its strands.  While dialectical inquiry helps identify and 

explain struggle and change within the dialectic, this can be accomplished 

only by studying the rhetorical events that together articulate particular 

contradictions. (30)  

In the chapters that follow, I will analyze national artifacts such as the Boy Scouts and 

the military to understand the process by which they teach Americans (and the world) 

about the U.S. (Foss 7,8).  I will then draw conclusions about how rhetoric has functioned 
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in the U.S. national imaginary.  I will look at acts that are intentionally rhetorical, in an 

Aristotelian sense, as well as acts that have unconscious “rhetoricality” (Bender and 

Wellbury). 

 In rhetorically analyzing media documents such as news articles and brochures, 

particularly in chapters three and four, I also draw from critical discourse analysis as a 

method of inquiry.  This method of textual and speech analysis emphasizes “the role of 

discourse in the (re)production and challenge of dominance” (van Dijk, “Principles” 

249).  Discourse analysis begins with contextual properties of a speech act such as 

speakers, audiences, and settings.  The examination then turns to the text itself, 

examining elements such as topics, style, and rhetorical devices (van Dijk, “Principles” 

270).  Teun van Dijk offers that critical discourse analysis “studies features of discourse 

that can vary as a function of social power. Thus, stress and intonation, word order, 

lexical style, coherence, [. . .] topic choice, speech acts, schematic organization, rhetorical 

figures and most forms of interaction” form its broad range of possible subjects 

(“Multidisciplinary” 96).  This range of possibilities offers multiple layers of analysis for 

documents such as news articles, brochures, and handbooks that I use as sites of rhetoric 

in this dissertation.  I will examine both the language used in these documents and the 

form and context of the document itself.  As Norman Fairclough argues, the “dialectic of 

structures and events,” or form and content, is an important focus of critical discourse 

analysis because it accounts for the relationship between language and ideology (71).  In 

particular, the critical discourse analysis concept of intertextuality9—simply put, the 

                                                           
9 See Fairclough 2003 and Blackledge.  
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stated or implied presence of a secondary text within a primary text, such as a quote or a 

reference—will be particularly useful to me in analyzing documents throughout the 

chapters of this dissertation.   

Critical discourse analysis is appropriate for this project also because it accounts 

for Antonio Gramsci’s concept of hegemony in the context of language production.  That 

is, it will help me examine how, through rhetoric, authorities go about “constructing 

alliances, and integrating rather than simply dominating subordinate classes, through 

concessions or through ideological means, to win their consent” (Fairclough “Critical” 

76).  Such power achieved through discourse, however, is always partial and temporary, 

and thus a constant struggle is necessary for the dominant class to maintain the consent of 

the subordinated classes.  Looking at rhetorical sites in the context of their production 

will allow me to account for the power dynamics that exist between producers and 

readers, and to examine in detail the way artifacts function in a larger historical dialectic.     
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1.3 Outline of Chapters 
In chapter two, I present a rhetorical analysis of American masculinist nationalism 

at the turn of the 20th century, focusing on rhetoric that was used to develop boys and 

young men into masculine preservers of the nation, including training manuals from the 

Boy Scouts of America.  I particularly concentrate on narratives of the formation and 

beginnings of the BSA.  I connect the rhetoric of these narratives to the concurrent 

changes in Roosevelt’s military goals.   

In chapter three, I examine how, beginning with President Ronald Reagan, the 

economy became rhetorically tied to ideals of freedom and democracy. Whereas the 

competition inherent in capitalist life was downplayed through early-twentieth-century 

narratives of masculinity, under Reagan, competition is emphasized as inherently 

American.  Under this new discursive model, words like economy, capitalism, and the 

market have gained new rhetorical power because they imply nationalism.  I argue that 

the effect of this rhetorical shift has been that projects such as military recruitment, which 

were formerly tied to national pride and service, can now be executed through calls to 

improve the national economy or even one’s individual economic status.  

In chapter four, I argue that this rhetorical shift has changed the rhetoric of Army 

recruiting.  I analyze U.S. Army recruiting brochures to argue that masculinist 

nationalism maintains elements from early-twentieth-century masculinity, but 

incorporates rhetoric of economic individualism that stems from Reagan's era. 
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In chapter five, I draw general conclusions about the effects of changes in 

masculinist nationalist rhetoric over the course of the last century.  I draw from examples 

in the three analysis chapters of my dissertation to make observations about the nature of 

masculinist nationalism in the U.S., and suggest areas for further research stemming from 

my dissertation.  
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CHAPTER 2:  MAKING THE NATION MORE "BOY-MINDED": THE BOY 
SCOUTS OF AMERICA IN THE EARLY TWENTIETH CENTURY 

 
 

It would have been impossible to have attracted, enrolled and 

trained over a third of a million men and over a million boys each 

year—out of every part of the United States[—]without making 

those communities, their institutions, their community chests, their 

newspapers, and their homes, more boy-minded. 

—William D. Murray, History of 
the Boy Scouts of America, 1937 

 

The challenge to modernity comes in redefining the signifying 

relation to a disjunctive ‘present’: staging the past as symbol, 

myth, memory, history, and ancestral—but a past whose iterative 

value as sign reinscribes the ‘lessons of the past’ into the very 

textuality of the present that determines both the identification 

with, and the interrogation of, modernity: what is the ‘we’ that 

defines the prerogative of my present? 

—Homi Bhabha, The Location of Culture, 1994  
 

2.1 Introduction 
During the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the United States was in the 

process of imagining itself as a nation in unprecedented ways.  Homi Bhabha observes 

that “[a]t the midpoint of the [nineteenth] century questions concerning the ‘origin of 
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races’ provided modernity with an ontology of its present and a justification of cultural 

hierarchy within the West [. . .]” (246).  As the West’s ontological paradigm shifted to the 

modern (and particularly the industrial) idea of progress, the US nation imagined itself 

through new language and practices that redefined race along with gender and class, 

effectively reinscribing what ideal members of the nation should be.  At the end of the 

nineteenth century, the nation’s imagination was informed by a landscape of racial and 

economic changes.  Whereas Europe had been defining itself through external 

colonialism, the US defined itself against raced and gendered “Others” largely through 

the practice and rhetoric of internal colonialism.  Once slavery ended as a legally 

sanctioned practice and African Americans gained limited access to social and economic 

power, and while at the same time the women’s suffrage movement gained momentum, 

new rhetoric and discourse was necessary to reinscribe white manhood.  Specifically, the 

rhetoric of manhood changed at the end of the nineteenth and beginning of the twentieth 

centuries to maintain white male middle-class dominance.  

In Manliness and Civilization: A Cultural History of the United States 1880-1917, 

Gail Bederman argues that the construction of manhood in the US changed around the 

turn of the twentieth century in a manner that reveals the power of middle- and upper-

class white men to determine, rhetorically, who belongs within the nation.  She points out 

that the white middle class had predominantly defined itself through the gender ideal of 

manly gentility and respectability prevalent since the early nineteenth century.  The 

qualities of manliness were seen as characteristics that would build fortunes for the 

middle class.  With the late nineteenth century’s decreasing potential for individuals to 



   

 

34

make fortunes, the narrative of manly restraint lost potency.  Moreover, middle-class men 

were challenged in politics by working class men and by the women’s suffrage 

movement.  In response, Bederman asserts, the discourse of manliness shifted to create 

the idea of “masculinity.”  Masculinity stressed the physical male body and called upon 

white men to express the primitive savage in themselves—qualities that so-called 

“savages” such as African Americans supposedly expressed freely.  According to this 

new rhetoric of manhood, the white man, who had evolved to become civilized, had the 

evolutionary capacity to control his animal instincts; however, those instincts were a 

strength to be tapped into for power when needed.  This theory, at its extreme, suggested 

that all men had the potential to rape women—that is, that the desire to rape women was 

natural—but that evolved, civilized white men could and should channel this energy into 

other pursuits.10  Whites also used this logic and its attendant rhetoric to justify the 

growing wave of lynchings in the South of Black men accused of raping white women: 

with Black men unable to control this natural urge, white women were at their mercy, so 

the story went.  Presented with this rhetoric of unrestrained black male desire, whites 

could easily imagine black men as rapists.  Earlier discourses of manhood throughout the 

nineteenth century had acknowledged a passionate side to manhood that included lust, 

greed, and physical assertiveness; however, such discourses saw these qualities as evils 

that were to be overcome (Rotundo 227).  At the turn of the twentieth century, however, 

                                                           
10 However, the predominant white male discourse sometimes changed when women stepped beyond their 
expected gender roles, as the first wave of feminists did.  For example, in 1912-14 Christabel Pankhurst, an 
English suffragist, led a “Women’s War” against institutionalized patriarchy that included the damage of 
private property.  In response to the militant suffragists, two eminent scientists, Sir Almroth Wright and Dr. 
William T. Sedgwick, launched the most outspoken attacks on them, arguing in separate publications that if 
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these qualities became valued and explained through the discourses of science, medicine, 

education, and politics.  The new discourse of manhood, as did the old, worked through 

binaries, explaining “civilized” as white in opposition to “uncivilized” people of color. 

Yet, masculinity was not defined exclusively by white men; mainstream white 

masculinist rhetorics existed alongside and in tension with alternative masculinist 

rhetorics.  For example, though scholars such as Bederman and Nelson argue that 

hegemonic masculinity was defined in opposition to mainstream perceptions of black 

manhood, Martin Summers argues in his analysis of black middle-class masculinity that 

between 1900 and 1930, black men in the United States also experienced a 

transformation in their ideals of manhood.  This transformation can be summarized as a 

shift from production to consumption: among the older generation of middle-class black 

men who rose to respectability through organizations such as the Prince Hall Freemasons, 

the Victorian ideal of manliness was tied to production (8).  However, Summers asserts, 

by the mid-1920s younger generations such as those on college campuses, in the urban 

jazz culture, and among the Harlem literati “were articulating fundamentally different 

notions of masculinity—notions that were not dependent upon one’s relationship to the 

marketplace, that did not rely upon a patriarchal and hetero-normative posture, and that 

revolved around consumption and the body” (9).  While this chapter focuses on 

hegemonic masculinity, it is worth noting that those excluded from the strict boundaries 

of national manhood created alternative identities in reaction to and alongside 

mainstream definitions of masculinity.        

                                                                                                                                                                             
women stepped outside of the “contract” of chivalry, they deserved the violence from men, including rape, 
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Now that white men were held to new expectations by the dominant discourse, it 

followed that parents, wanting their sons to belong to the nation, would raise boys 

differently.   The only alternative the narrative offered parents was that their boys would 

grow to be men who were unable to control their physical impulses, and who were 

effeminate and physically ill—effecively, not men.11  And if boys were raised to be the 

latter type of male, the nation would suffer because African Americans and women 

would take over, and civilization would give way to savagery.  Psychologists and 

educators theorized that parents should encourage the savage in their boys so that the 

boys would grow into strong men, able to control their wild instincts but to call on them 

when necessary.  Organizations like the Young Men’s Christian Association (YMCA) 

formed to oversee boys’ physical development, encouraging their masculinity.  More 

focused than the rhetoric of the YMCA, however—which was and remains a relatively 

loose association of community organizations and ideologies—is that of the Boy Scouts.  

A friend of Rudyard Kipling (who authored the “Other” in several colonial novels 

including The Jungle Book), Lieutenant General Sir Robert S. S. Lord Baden-Powell 

influenced the formation of the Boy Scouts in the late nineteenth century with the goal of 

preparing boys for the type of military service he experienced in India and Africa while 

in the British army (MacDonald 3).  By exploring the Boy Scout movement, I will bring 

to the surface ideologies that helped to create the national discourse of white manhood at 

the turn of the twentieth century.  In this chapter, I will analyze the rhetoric of Boy Scout 

                                                                                                                                                                             
that would naturally come their way (Bederman 158-61).  
11 See Bederman’s discussion of “neurasthenia”, a commonly diagnosed set of symptoms among white 
middle-class males, which doctors attributed to “excessive brain work and nervous strain” (14) caused by 
the competitive marketplace and “overcivilization”. 
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practices and laws using as a primary source The History of the Boy Scouts of America, 

written in 1937 by William D. Murray, a charter member of the executive board of the 

Boy Scouts of America.  I will argue that along with an ideology of manhood, a colonial 

and capitalist ideology of nation was evident in the incipient Boy Scouts.  While the 

ideology has changed during the twentieth century as gender and race have been 

redefined, masculinity endures as a source of white middle-class identity and a discursive 

practice that adds fuel to the nation’s practices of racism, sexism, and heterosexism, 

making their early years, as well as subsequent narratives about those early years, 

relevant for study. 

 

2.2 The Origins of the Boy Scouts of America: Roosevelt and the rhetoric of 
whiteness 

The Boer War “shook Britons’ confidence that their men were masculine enough 

to maintain the empire” (Enloe 49).  Baden-Powell, according to Murray’s History of the 

Boys Scouts of America, found that the soldiers under his command “lacked fundamental 

character values, such as dependability, initiative and resourcefulness” and “that their 

attitude and outlook on life was such that figuratively, they expected to be tucked in at 

night” (2).  It seems that they were children who had not developed into men; they lacked 

the characteristics of strong men that came to be associated with masculinity during this 

time period.  The language suggests that they were on their way to becoming 

neurasthenic, as so many men had, and were in no position to defend the nation against 

the threat of the colonized “Other” whom they were sent to restrain.  In fact, “[t]hey had 

not been subjected to those necessities of life which bring out the qualities which humans 
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have when given proper opportunity and when stimulated by proper leadership” (2).12  In 

other words, they had not had adequate attention to their savage side, and as a result were 

weak men and impotent soldiers.  Cynthia Enloe argues that Baden-Powell shared British 

imperialists’ fears that venereal disease, racial intermarriage, and declining birthrates 

were endangering Britain’s international power (50).   

In service to the British nation, Baden-Powell developed a handbook for soldiers to use to 

gain the “fundamental character values” he found lacking in them (Murray 2).  The 

handbook, Aids to Scouting, became popular and was adopted by schools for boys in 

England (6). He later wrote Rovering to Success, a book of advice for older scouts.  Both 

publications were based on colonial understandings of race, civilization, and manhood.  

For example, Baden-Powell distinguishes between his ideal of a “white man” (tall, 

muscular, and standing upright at attention) and a “man” (short and black, in wrinkled 

clothes) in one of his illustrations (104).  Despite the colonial ideal that Baden-Powell 

depicts in the illustration, he found that “the ordinary boy in civilized countries” didn’t 

measure up.  He argues,  

We badly need some . . . training for our lads if we are to keep up 

manliness in our race instead of lapsing into a soft and sloppy, [sic] nation.  

That is why I say that if you choose to prepare yourself for success as I 

suggest . . ., you will not only be doing yourself good, but you will be 

                                                           
12 For a thorough discussion of the Boy Scouts in relation to British imperialism and colonialism, see 
MacDonald.  This topic is directly and indirectly related to US national discourses of masculinity, race, 
gender, and civilization, particularly as those discourses work through the myth of the frontier.  However, it 
is beyond the scope of this chapter.  
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doing a good thing for the country, [sic] “You’ll be a MAN, my son,” and 

you will thus be making one more man for the nation.  (22) 

Responding to encouragement from schools and his friends, Baden-Powell drew from 

work on the YMCA to form a set of guidelines that led to the formalization of the Boy 

Scouts organization in 1908.  The Boy Scouts soon developed distinctive features, 

including the Oath or Promise; the Scout Law; the motto, “Be Prepared”; the “Daily 

Good Turn”; the uniform; and the badge (9-10).  The first uniforms looked like Baden-

Powell’s uniform from the South African Constabulary (10).   

According to Murray’s account, William D. Boyce, a publisher from Chicago, 

met a British Boy Scout by chance on a business trip in England (performing a “good 

turn,” the Scout helped him find his way through a London fog, the narrative goes), and 

was so impressed he met with Baden-Powell to learn all he could about the organization.  

In reality, Murray stopped in London on his way to an African safari, and stopped by 

Baden-Powell’s headquarters, but did not actually meet with Baden-Powell himself 

(Petterchak 63-4), and Boyce’s letters, in which he recounts this story, contain no 

mention of fog (Rowan 27-8).   

In 1910, he started the Boy Scouts of America (BSA) (18-20).  The Boy Scouts of 

America adopted laws and practices that were modeled after those of the British Boy 

Scouts, but that developed over the next several years to reflect the American national 

rhetoric of manhood and civilization.  While several organizations for boys existed at the 

time including the American Boy Scouts, Boy Scouts of the United States, Sons of Daniel 

Boone, and Boy Pioneers among others, these organizations emphasized military 
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training.  Through the Boy Scouts of America, Boyce intended to promote citizenship 

training for boys above all (Petterchak 67).        

In England, the Boy Scouts had a perfect model of civilized masculinity in 

Baden-Powell.  In the US, that hero figure became Theodore Roosevelt.  

Roosevelt was a symbol of new national manhood before the formation of 

the BSA in 1910.  As American men’s attention focused on masculinity, 

Roosevelt demonstrated how race worked in claiming male power 

(Bederman).  He encouraged men to take up the “white man’s burden” 

through his stories of conquering the Indians, his involvement in the 

Spanish-American war, and his race-based anti-immigration policy for the 

Japanese.  His eleven-month safari to Africa became the inspiration for 

many sensational adventure stories constructing him as the civilized white 

superior to savage natives.  They also portrayed him as tapping into his 

own savage evolutionary history.  In these stories, Africans were 

constructed as masculine through the figure of the primal rapist.  These 

and Roosevelt’s own accounts showed Africa to be a place where “the 

white man could prove his superior manhood by reliving the primitive, 

masculine life of his most distant evolutionary forefathers” (Bederman 

215). 

As with Baden-Powell, Roosevelt’s interest in cultivating masculinity 

began with his goal of reforming the military in order to build the U.S. 

into an imperial power.  The Spanish-American War resulted in a new 
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empire for the U.S., and Roosevelt expanded and reformed the military to 

control the new territory.  His military reforms included putting younger 

men in positions of authority within the military to reflect his emphasis on 

physical ability as well as intellectual power.  He also imposed an annual 

fitness test for officers in the army and navy (Oyos, “Congress”).  In 

addition to seeing the military as a means of controlling the new 

territories, Roosevelt looked to the military as a vehicle to enable the U.S. 

to compete for international markets and to, as he saw it, “spread the 

benefits of their unique civilization” (Oyos, “Congress”).  Roosevelt 

assumed the same ideologies of race as British colonial leaders.  He began 

his 1909 speech “The Expansion of the White Races” by proclaiming that  

There is one feature in the expansion of the peoples of white, or European, 

blood during the past four centuries which should never be lost sight of, 

especially by those who denounce such expansion on moral grounds.  On 

the whole, the movement has been fraught with lasting benefit to most of 

the peoples already dwelling in the lands over which the expansion took 

place. (C. Nelson) 

Furthermore, Roosevelt believed that foreign and military policies would 

shape the national character of the U.S. (Oyos, “Implements” 635). 

The Boy Scouts became an extension of Roosevelt’s imperialist mission, 

and once the Boy Scouts of America officially organized, the President 

confirmed the connection between the Scouts and the nation by publicly 
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supporting the organization during his presidency.  In describing the great 

benefit the Scouts have offered to the health of boys, Murray invokes 

Roosevelt as a model:  

[t]he outdoor life in particular has brought to the Scout health values 

important in the development of the race, but lost to increasing thousands, 

because of our having so much of the indoor and sedentary in modern life. 

[. . .].  President Theodore Roosevelt, as a young man, built his puny body 

into a strong one by this very formula, and in adult life frequently referred 

to these values which Scouting made available to its boys. (217) 

We can see the myth of Roosevelt surface in the goals of the Boy Scouts as it did 

in the comic tales of Roosevelt’s adventures.  The Scouts’ connection to Roosevelt is 

remembered through rituals of the Boy Scouts.  For example, since Roosevelt’s death in 

1919, scouts have planted trees in his honor and made annual pilgrimages to his grave 

(Murray 152).  That same year, the Scouts adopted a resolution that honored Roosevelt as 

a leader and role model.  Roosevelt himself praised the Boy Scouts: 

I believe in work and I believe in play; I believe in drudgery when 

drudgery is necessary; and in love of adventure also.  Above all, I believe 

that the American citizen of the future should be brave and hardy, that he 

should possess also the personal prowess, and that he should also possess 

the spirit which puts personal prowess at the service of the 

Commonwealth; which is another way of saying that he must be law-

abiding, and have consideration for the rights and the feelings of others.  
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The Boys Scout Movement is pre-eminently successful along all of these 

different lines.  (Murray 243) 

What does it mean to be “brave and hardy” and to have “personal prowess”?  In 

the context of Roosevelt’s personae, these were the qualities that led Roosevelt on 

his adventure in Africa (which replicated the colonial adventures of Baden-Powell 

in Africa, but also carried nostalgia for popular tales like Kipling’s The Jungle 

Book).  The activities of Boy Scouts centered around achieving these qualities by 

mastering such skills as orienteering and other wilderness survival techniques.  Of 

course, the qualities were to be applied to the service of the nation, and for Boy 

Scouts that meant helping elderly women cross the street or helping travelers find 

their way in the fog.  Yet the rhetoric of the Scouts overall and, in particular, the 

narratives used to encourage boys’ interests in scouting recall the narrative of 

jungle adventure rather than a narrative of everyday American community. 

The colonial narrative that underlies many of the practices and values of 

the Boy Scouts sometimes reaches directly to the most fantastic of British colonial 

narratives of the late nineteenth century.  Rudyard Kipling’s The Jungle Book 

serves as a backdrop in handbooks to explain Boy Scouts principles.  For 

example, the Cub Scouts, which is a branch of the Boy Scouts for boys younger 

than twelve, requires members to earn a “Bobcat” badge.  The bobcat is the 

American version of the panther, an animal featured as a character in Rudyard 

Kipling’s story The Jungle Book.  This story is explained to potential Cubs at the 

beginning of the “Bear” handbook to teach a moral:  “Mowgli had learned to live 
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as a wolf cub and had begun to learn the wisdom of the bear, but he needed older 

friends to teach him things that would protect him.  Like Mowgli, you can call on 

parents and leaders to help you” (BSA 14).  Mowgli, readers may remember from 

the story, is an orphaned white English child left to live in the jungle in India.  He 

is adopted by a band of animals who meet once a month to take care of 

governance of their group.  Their enemy is the “monkey people” (BSA 13), a 

group of monkeys that provide a thinly veiled metaphor for “savages” or Indians.  

Boy Scouts today enact a scene from The Jungle Book as a ceremony when they 

receive the Wolf Badge, and use parts of the story in several other ceremonies 

(Dunn). 

When the story is told in the US, Scouts (and other members of the nation) 

can easily picture it, in part because it is a popular tale among children and adults, 

but also because the content is in line with the US history of race relations and 

adulation of Roosevelt and his travels in the African jungle.  Though readers 

today may see the story as more of a Disney cartoon than a comment on 

civilization, it is important to understand that during the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries, Americans were engrossed in stories of Roosevelt’s travels 

and stories like The Jungle Book and Tarzan of the Apes.  Importantly, science 

during this time was fixated on explaining civilization and its gradations through 

colonial models.  Scientific myths like “neurasthenia” worked along with an 
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abundance of hypotheses on the biological foundations of race and civilization.13  

Kipling himself published the poem “The White Man’s Burden” in 1901, 

dedicated it to Roosevelt to encouraging the U.S. to colonize the Philippines 

(Kaplan 13), reducing the colonized and potentially colonized to “new-caught, 

sullen peoples, Half-devil and half-child” (qt. in Bederman 187).  Roosevelt 

acknowledged the poem as “poor poetry but good sense from the expansionist 

standpoint” (qt. in Bederman 187).  In this environment, The Jungle Book’s white 

audiences were likely to find in the story truisms about “civilization” and their 

place within it. 

 

2.3 The Boy Scout Uniform and Sanctioned “Savagery” 
The narrative of the Boy Scouts was enacted through ceremonial practices, 

but also through the body of the Scouts when they wore their uniforms.  

MacDonald claims that uniforms were liberating to the first Scouts, providing a 

symbolic contrast with the social expectations that a boy be “buttoned up, stifled 

in heavy clothes, and too often under orders to behave himself” (6).  Once in 

uniform, Scouts could “play the exciting game of ‘man-hunting’ under the 

leadership of the most charismatic hero of the day” (6).  Murray too concludes 

that the uniform played an “important educational part” (164).  This importance is 

                                                           
13 See, for example, Bederman’s discussion of psychologist G. Stanley Hall’s proposal to prevent 
neurasthenia by encouraging white boys to embrace their “savage” side.  His theory rested upon social 
Darwinian assumptions that whites contained all of evolution within their genes, but that “Others” had only 
evolved partially.  Also, see Steven Jay Gould’s discussion of biological arguments about race in The 
Mismeasure of Man, NewYork: Norton, 1996.   
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most starkly underlined in an official message to Scouts in the organization’s 

October 1930 merchandise Catalog: 

The Scout Uniform is a part of the romance of Scouting.  It is a 

symbol of the ideals and outdoor activities for which the 

Movement stands.  It has the picturesque touch which helps the 

Scout identify himself with the great traditions of our 

outdoorsmen—the pioneer, explorer, scout, and cowboy—which 

underlie the psychology of Scouting.  Here in America, as 

throughout the world, the Scout Uniform has earned the respect of 

the general public.  It is one of the significant and important 

features of the Boy Scout Movement, because of its definite 

educational value to the boy himself, to the Scout Leader, to the 

Patrol, to the Troop and the community. (qt. Murray 164) 

If, as Murray’s narrative claims, the uniform incited feelings of colonial adventure 

of the type Baden-Powell, Roosevelt, and “cowboys” narrated, then the catalog 

enforced the value of that adventure.  By playing out dreams of jungle adventures, 

the boys were following in the footsteps of “great traditions”; in effect, they were 

continuing civilizing efforts of white men.  Furthermore, the catalog suggests that 

anyone can recognize the inherent value of the uniform; in other words, the 

uniform conveyed a narrative to anyone who saw it, not only the boys who wore 

it.  The first BSA uniform was adopted in 1910, including “a neckerchief, shirt, 

shorts or breeches, and the better-quality, stiff-brimmed Scout Hat,” a uniform 



   

 

47

that Murray calls “highly practical” (143).  In addition to any comfort it created 

for boys during their activities, the uniform was practical in that it allowed boys to 

enact the type of stories surrounding the Scouts, such as The Jungle Book 

narratives.  In this sense, the uniform was able to institutionalize what the Scout 

Catalog refers to as the “psychology of Scouting”: the fantasy of imperialism and 

white manhood that are integral to the stories of The Jungle Book. 

And while it may have provided boys with a feeling of liberation in the 

type of play they were able to engage in, the Boy Scout uniform also seems to 

have served a disciplining function.  Without the uniform, the type of play the 

boys engaged in may have been construed as merely “savage” behavior.  With the 

uniform, there was no question that the boys were involved in a process of 

becoming civilized men, the type of men represented by the “great outdoorsmen” 

who wore similar uniforms.  Wearing the uniform, there was no danger that the 

boys might enjoy the “savage” behavior too much and fail to attend to the more 

“civilized” features of the Scouts.  It is no surprise then that in the same 

statement, the catalog asserts that “[t]he time has come when we should definitely 

aim for 100 per cent use of the Scout Uniform by all Scouts and Scouters.  More 

than this, we should aim for the use of the Uniform in all Scouting activities.”  If 

Scouts always wear the uniform, they will never forget that they are acting out 

adventure in the name of civilization and not savagery.  Baden-Powell used the 

rhetoric of boys’ savageness in his book Lessons of a Life Time, describing his 

plan to attract boys to the organization:  
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The whole scheme was then planned on the principle of being an 

educative game; a recreation in which the boy would be insensibly 

led to educate himself. [. . .] . . .to call it Scouting and give him the 

chance of becoming an embryo Scout was [attractive].  His 

inherent ‘gang’ instinct would be met by making him a member of 

a ‘Troop’ and a ‘Patrol.’  Give him a uniform to wear [. . .] and you 

got him. (qt. in Murray 8)  

Baden-Powell, as well as the Catalog, emphasize the uniform as an educational 

tool, the value of which was no doubt indirectly informed by earlier theories of 

education that suggested that boys needed to act out the savageness that was part 

of their genes if they were to evolve into civilized men representative of the 

“master” race.  The uniform stepped in to make sure that their “savageness” had a 

purpose in their evolution as men.  This idea is conveyed in the short catalog 

excerpt above using language that indexes evolution—specifically, the phrases 

“embryo” and “inherent ‘gang’ instinct.”  These phrases imply a biological nature 

in scouting, conveying that it is both inevitable and natural that boys participate 

and grow in as scouts if uniforms are involved.  The language of evolution creates 

alliances between potential consumers and the scouting organization by creating 

an enthymeme based upon pseudo—yet popularly accepted—science.   

In addition to the civilizing function of the uniform, it was a reminder that 

in spite of their individual fantasies of adventure, the boys belonged to a group, 

and ultimately, to the nation.  This connection to the nation through the uniform 



   

 

49

was reinforced by the US government with the Act of Congress of June 3, 1916 

(also called the “National Defense Act”).  The act prohibited unauthorized 

persons from wearing uniforms resembling those of the armed services, but 

included a provision “that this was not to be construed to prevent the duly 

enrolled members of the Boy Scouts of America from wearing their prescribed 

uniform” (Murray 94).  Moreover, in section VII of their Charter, Congress 

granted the BSA “full and complete” protection of their insignia and characteristic 

terminology of the Movement, and required U.S. citizenship of BSA leaders and 

“eliminated ‘alien’ Scoutmasters” (Rowan 68) .  The government had 

institutionalized the role of the BSA in defining the values of the nation through 

men. 

 

2.4 The Role of Militarism in BSA Rhetoric 
While the uniform symbolically suggests that the BSA was resolutely 

militaristic, the role of militarism in BSA training was contested within the 

organization early in its history.  BSA leader James E. West, in a 1912 speech at 

the National Education Association, described military training as useful only for 

the army.  He argued that in Boy Scout training,  

those things which make for discipline, obedience, loyalty, courtesy, 

endurance, resourcefulness, initiative, alertness, moral courage, good 

health, knowledge of how to care for oneself, etc. should not be 

considered destructive military training but should be given as part of 
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citizenship training to all boys and girls to properly prepare them primarily 

for their later responsibilities as home makers, wage earners, and as 

citizens.  (qtd. in Rowan 53)   

This controversy emerged publicly in 1912 when a member of the American Boy 

Scouts organization accidentally shot a boy.  In response, BSA Chief Scout 

Executive James E. West referred in his annual BSA report to that American Boy 

Scout as an “imitation Scout” and described the BSA as “entirely a peace 

movement, both in theory and practice in that it bans all military practices and 

that its program of activities is confined to wholesome achievements for the 

purpose of building character” (qtd. in Rowan 54). While the 1911 BSA 

handbook included a Marksmanship merit badge, the BSA awarded none of these 

badges that year and only twelve in 1912.  When Remington Arms began offering 

the American Boy Scout .22 caliber rifle in 1913, the BSA refused to adopt it 

(54). 

 This pacifist stance received criticism from those within the organization 

and without.  Perhaps the most powerful response came from now former 

president Teddy Roosevelt, who stepped in to make sure that the organization 

policed national boundaries through the training of boys.  Roosevelt refused to 

appear at a rally for New York City Scouts in Madison Square Garden, writing,  

a Boy Scout who is not trained actively and affirmatively that it is his duty 

to bear arms for the country in time of need is at least negatively trained to 

be a sissy; and there cannot be anything worse for this country than to 
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have an organization of boys brought up to accept the mushy milk and 

water which is the stock in trade of the apostles of pacifism.  (qtd. Rowan 

54).          

A member of the BSA executive board resigned because of a pacifist article by 

Andrew Carnegie in the November 1914 issue of the BSA magazine Boys’ Life.  

Both the board member and Roosevelt argued that the article was unpatriotic.  By 

1915, the BSA began awarding more Marksmanship badges and West softened 

his position on militarism, writing in his Fourth Annual Report that while the 

BSA is not military in “thought, form, or spirit,” it “does instill in boys the 

military virtues such as honor, loyalty, obedience, and patriotism” (55).   

 Murray’s history of the BSA omits the tension between pacifists and 

militarists at an early stage in the BSA’s development, telling instead a narrative 

of Boy Scouts filling a universal need for boys to become fit to represent the 

nation by bearing arms.  However, the conflict between pacifists and militarists 

points to the important role of rhetoric in the narrative of the BSA as a national 

organization.  Not everyone agreed that it was best for the nation to train boys to 

fight.  Yet, there was little possibility for the BSA to remain a pacifist 

organization and continue to represent the nation because of the persuasiveness of 

the rhetoric of national masculinity at the time.  In this rhetoric, militarism—

specifically the use of guns—is equated with patriotism in the public discourse on 

boys and gender. 
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2.5 The Boy Scouts and the Crisis of Capitalism at the Turn of the Twentieth-
Century 

Murray argues that there are five areas most Boy Scout activities can relate to: 

The Promotion of Health, The Learning of Skills and the Exploring of Vocations, The 

Stimulation of Education and Progress, The Building of a Stalwart Character, and Action 

as a Participating Citizen (215).  How do health, vocational training, education, character, 

and citizenship relate to the construction of masculinity at the turn of the twentieth 

century?  In 1918, ten years after the Boys Scouts adopted these five areas, the National 

Education Association Commission of the Reorganization of Secondary Education 

adopted a similar list of seven cardinal principles, testifying to the influence of the Boy 

Scouts and the reach of institutionalized manhood, according to Murray (215).14  

However, Murray’s categories relate to broader influences on the construction of 

American national identity, capitalism in particular.  

 We can begin to understand how the Boy Scouts of America came to function as 

manhood training in the early twentieth century by seeing the era as part of a history of 

crises in the U.S. national identity.  In National Manhood, Professor of English and 

Social Theory Dana Nelson reframes the crisis of the Constitutional era “as proliferating 

with signs of radical democratic energies, imaginings, and practices.”  This framework 

enables her to “attend to the ways that the ideology of national manhood effectively 

trains, curtails, and/or shuts them down” (D. Nelson x). In other words, national manhood 

responded to crisis in the nation.  Within Dana Nelson’s framework, the turn of the 

                                                           
14 These principles were Health, Vocational Training, Social Cooperation, Worthy Use of Leisure, Worthy 
Home Membership, Ethical Character, and Command of Fundamental Processes (Murray 215). 
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twentieth century is an era of crisis and possibility as well, in which new forms of 

democracy are being imagined and racial, gender, and class practices are changing.  As 

Roxanne Mountford has argued, the activities of the Boy Scouts functioned to curtail the 

possible reordering of hegemony through class, race, and gender by providing a broad 

organization that called on white boys to become part of the imagined fraternity of white 

men (44-5).  By extending nationalism to white male children, Baden-Powell, Roosevelt, 

and later Boy Scout leaders ensured a new generation of masculine white men who would 

hold the exclusive fiction of the nation in place.  The rhetoric of masculinity that the Boy 

Scouts practiced reinforced the white capitalist patriarchal hegemony, necessarily putting 

people in their place in the nation. 

While there were unique aspects to the turn-of-the-century constructions of 

national manhood that led to the formation of the Boy Scouts (such as the focus on the 

white male body as both primitive and civilized), many aspects of crisis were new 

developments of old crises.  While the national crisis took place in many forms at the turn 

of the twentieth century, it was largely an economic one.  Capitalism’s promise of a self-

made man was lived less frequently as large corporations began to control much of the 

economy.  Because of the changing hands of wealth from individual middle-class 

business owners to increasingly large corporations, capitalism’s ideology of manhood 

was in crisis.  Also, as the working class gained power through unions, they challenged 

middle- and upper-class male power.  When slavery ended, white male supremacy was 

challenged politically and in everyday life as African Americans became more publicly 

visible and expressed a limited power to affect public political opinions.  And the 
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women’s suffrage movement threatened to remove men as the decision-makers in the 

nation.   

Since the American Revolution, Dana Nelson argues, 

[m]en whose interests had been temporarily unified in wartime were 
increasingly encountering fellowmen not as citizen but competitor in an 
unstable, rapidly changing, post-war market economy.  The national need 
to cultivate “sameness” was threatened by the differences structured [. . .] 
by the very market economy that supposedly ensured the nation’s health. 
(6)  

The American economy valued individual competition, but the rhetoric of national 

manhood created an imagined unity or fraternity among men.  The Boy Scouts addresses 

both the imagined national identity and the competitive market identity.  On one hand, 

organizations like the Boy Scouts emphasize the subordination of the individual to the 

group.  In the Boy Scouts, this subordination is taught as “cooperation.”  Murray explains 

that the Scout duty to do “Good Turn”-ing,  

leads straight toward ‘participating citizenship’ [. . .].  He becomes a 

‘helping part’ almost unconsciously and quite painlessly [. . .].  Such 

habits of cooperation probably are essential, if one is to fit smoothly and 

helpfully into the present-day scheme of life.  Research done at Columbia 

in the past few years has reported that Scouts cooperate conspicuously 

better than non-Scouts. (228)  

Fitting “smoothly and helpfully,” in the context of the nation, as it was constructed in the 

early twentieth century, meant helping the economy to function.   

Paradoxically, while boy members learned a rhetoric of strength and self-control, 

they were also placed in a position of great dependence because of the emphasis on the 
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group (Rotundo 238).  The emphasis on the group was echoed throughout white male 

American life.  As evidence for this emphasis, Rotundo quotes an excerpt from Oliver 

Wendell Holmes, Jr.’s 1895 speech, “The Soldier’s Faith”: 

The faith is true and adorable which leads a soldier to throw away his life 

in obedience to a blindly accepted duty, in a cause which he little 

understands, in a plan of campaign of which he has no notion, under 

tactics of which he does not see the use. (237)  

Yet, the emphasis on the group, paired uncomfortably with the rhetoric of the 

individual, was not peculiar to the turn of the twentieth century, but rather was a feature 

of American capitalism generally.  White manhood, as part of capitalism’s promise, 

appealed to a group through the idea of a nationally shared “nature” since the beginning 

of the US.  “Former colonials of European descent, increasingly competitors in the 

market and political economies,” Dana Nelson writes, “could share collectively the 

exclusive property of ‘whiteness’—a category that subordinated European national and 

colonial/state identifications as it ‘democratically’ wedded men to the new United States” 

(7).  The imagined unity of national manhood rhetoric disguised the competitive 

difference that the market economy created.  It also gave them a new kind of exclusive 

collective property, “whiteness,” creating a new American identity after the American 

Revolution. 

 The Boy Scouts took up the cause of capitalism by focusing on how a 

Scout should handle his money, as well as encouraging competition and emphasizing 

private property.  The ninth law of the Scout Law states that “A Scout is Thrifty.”  In the 
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remaining text of the law, we can see the focus on the individual within the market 

economy, which sharply contrasts with the focus on subordination to the group present in 

the other laws (e.g. Law 7: “A Scout is Obedient,” Law 2: “A Scout is Loyal,” and Law 

3: A Scout is Helpful.”): 

9. A SCOUT IS THRIFTY.  He does not wantonly destroy property.  He 

works faithfully, wastes nothing, and makes the best use of his 

opportunities.  He saves his money so that he may pay his own way, be 

generous to those in need, and helpful to worthy objects.  He may 

work for pay but must not receive tips for courtesies or good turns. 

(Murray 63)  

Perhaps the best way to see the emphasis on capitalism in this law is to compare it 

to the original, British version, which contrasts with the American law’s emphasis on 

private property, unrelenting work, individual opportunity, financial self-sufficiency, and 

the worth of those whom the Boy Scout might help.  In fact, the British law suggests that 

the Boy Scout might very well be out of work one day, an idea that deviates from the 

American Dream’s promise of success as a reward for hard work: 

9. A SCOUT IS THRIFTY, that is he saves every penny he can, and puts 

it into the bank, so that he may have money to keep himself when out 

of work, and thus not make himself a burden to the others; or that he 

may have money to give away to others when they need it. (63) 
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While the British and US Scouts shared an investment in whiteness, the US 

organization incorporated the market economy more thoroughly into its values of private 

property and individual success.  

The Boy Scouts also has prepared boys to participate as “men” in the American 

national economy by encouraging the individual competition characteristic of the 

capitalist market.  Through competitions in skills like knot tying, roller bandaging, and 

tent pitching, the Scouts encourage the individual to compete against himself and the 

other group members.  “Here,” Murray writes, “the Scout has faced the job of squaring 

his own results with high standards of skill and excellence.”  Such competition would 

prepare men ideologically to participate as individuals in the relentless competition of the 

market.  Rotundo notes that by the turn of the twentieth century, men were increasingly 

describing their lives, work in particular, in the language of competition.  He quotes a 

Denver lawyer at the end of the nineteenth century as saying, “Here is a vast field for 

workers and vast amounts of money to be gotten, if I am only equal to the contest I shall 

win, if weak then some other and stronger one will carry off the spoils” (244).  But, 

Rotundo argues, competition worked its way beyond economic and political spheres and 

into solitary life activities such as Sunday school classes, where teachers offered prizes to 

the best students “in the hope of hastening salvation of souls and increasing student 

interest at the same time” (245).  In guarding the nation’s economy, men (and especially 

organizations that trained men, like the Boy Scouts) took up the discourse of competition 

with fervor. 
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While the BSA laws may have rhetorically masked the reality of competition that 

contributed to the crisis of manhood at the turn of the century, history reveals fissures in 

this façade.  In 1912, Baden-Powell came to the United States for a lecture tour, on which 

he was accompanied by James West from the BSA.  On March 9, as Powell and West 

addressed an audience in Portland, Oregon, they were “hooted off the stage . . . by 

International Workers of the World members incensed by what they perceived to be 

[Baden-Powell’s] antiunion comments in the first printing of the Handbook” ( Rowan 

48).  The IWW members also objected to the practice of using Boy Scouts as “uniformed 

strike-breakers” (48).  Adding to union antipathy was the fact that Boy Scouts were 

predominantly middle-class according to their own demographic profiles (Rowan 48).         

 

2.6 Conclusion  
 In contemporary times, the BSA seems less a symbol of narrowly defined 

white manhood than it did during the early twentieth century.  Certainly, the Scouts have 

changed over the last century and advertise their acceptance of religious and racial 

differences, offering Scouts the opportunity to earn religious emblems ranging across 

many faiths.  Yet, the popular Boy Scout slogan, “Keep the ‘OUT’ in SCOUTING,” 

maintains its double entendre given the organization’s policy of excluding homosexuals 

(and, in some instances, atheists and agnostics).15  Taken in context of the history of the 

                                                           
15 Several court cases in recent years have centered around the BSA as a religious organization that refuses 
to accept boys who will not proclaim faith in a god. For example, in 2004 the ACLU of Illinois sued the 
Pentagon, arguing that the military’s sponsorship of the BSA violated the Constitutional right to religious 
freedom.  The case ended in a settlement that mandated the military could no longer sponsor the BSA 
directly (Williams).  One unresolved issue that remains is the ACLU complaint that the government spends 
an average of $2 million per year to support the national Boy Scout Jamboree (“U.S. Bases Warned”).  
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BSA, the phrase might remind us of the function of the organization to patrol the borders 

of white manhood, reminding us of who has historically been left out of the Boy Scouts.  

President George W. Bush’s 2001 address to the BSA National Jamboree suggests that 

the organization maintains its function within the nation: character training for boys.  

Bush proclaimed that the values of the BSA are “the values of America,” and that Scouts 

represent the “best of the country’s potential.”  Implied in his statement is that those who 

cannot join, including homosexuals, do not represent the ideal citizen of the nation.  In 

the same year, the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act of 2001 ensured that the role of the 

BSA in cultivating masculine ideas of the nation receives federal protection.  The Helms 

Amendment to the NCLB Act (titled Boy Scouts of America Equal Access Act) requires 

public elementary and secondary schools to allow the BSA to use school facilities for 

their activities (“Boy Scouts of America Equal Access Act”).  Unquestionably, the BSA 

maintains its function within the nation, with homosexual boys and men perhaps the last 

“other” against whom it can define manhood. 
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CHAPTER 3:  THE SHIFT TOWARD A RHETORIC OF THE CAPITALIST 
INDIVIDUAL: REAGAN'S IMPACT ON MASCULINIST NATIONALISM 

 

3.1 Introduction 
As this author described in Chapter One, press coverage of Ronald Reagan's 

funeral in 2004 created a story about his role in the nation.16  With sentimental allusions 

to John Winthrop, the news media rhetorically placed Reagan, with his influence upon 

late-twentieth-century globalization and U.S. economic prosperity, among the most 

influential men in American national consciousness.   

President Reagan's rhetoric of the economy that accompanied his policies of 

economic imperialism helped define what it means to be an American citizen by 

emphasizing citizens’ individual economic participation over their military and civic 

participation.17  In many ways, Reagan also reaffirmed the fraternity of white men 

through his anti-welfare and anti-civil rights rhetoric.  I argued in chapter two that the 

crisis of manhood that existed at the turn of the twentieth century was due to economic 

insecurity, along with social and political insecurity.  American men were not attaining 

the prosperity and self-made manhood to the degree that capitalism had promised.  White 

bourgeois men increasingly encountered other citizens as competitors rather than as 

fellow countrymen with whom they could share fraternity, and white masculinity grew as 

the rhetorical salve that re-created imagined national unity for white men.   At the 

beginning of Reagan's presidency, the United States faced a crisis of manhood with some 

                                                           
16 See Chapter 1. 
17 As I indicated in Chapter 1, I refer to Reagan as a metonymy for his administration during his 
presidency.  As an individual, Reagan put a face and name to his administration’s rhetoric; however, the 
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similarities: the economy was in recession and affirmative action symbolically placed 

white men in competition with women and people of color.  While the rhetoric of 

masculinity during the Progressive Era masked the competition inherent in capitalism by 

covering it with an imagined unity among white men as consumers, Reagan emphasized 

individual economic competition and consumption as the sites where democracy and 

freedom would best be realized, and where the national identity would be most evident.  

Reagan’s economic rhetoric repositioned masculine nationalism along economic 

terms rather than primarily physical ones, giving power to white men who defend the 

nation by earning money, rather than defending the nation through physical force.  As I 

indicated in chapter two, rhetorics of national masculinity have always included both 

physical and economic elements; however, at the beginning of the twentieth century, 

physicality was privileged as a mask for the growing importance of economic 

competition.  In Reagan's framework, masculine power would take the form of 

purchasing power, rather than physical, political, or social power.  I am not suggesting 

that physical characteristics were not important during this era; rather, I assert that the 

tension between the physical and economic elements of manhood shifted so that 

economic prosperity was the central means by which men defined themselves, and 

privileged physical features often emphasized money alongside the qualities of strength.  

Notably, Reagan’s charisma as a Hollywood actor in roles that epitomized physical 

"cowboy" masculinity, along with his ability to capture the imagination of white southern 

voters, afforded him the ethos to contribute to the national consciousness as a politician.  

                                                                                                                                                                             
policies enacted during his administration were approved and enacted through a convergence of political 
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But once president, he drew from the construction of the Protestant work ethic as a 

rhetorical device to argue for rewarding economic success rather than civic participation 

or military service.  I argue in chapter four that one result of such changes in national 

rhetoric and economic realities is a shift in military recruiting tactics toward a rhetoric of 

individual economic gain as a form of fulfilling national duty.  This shift in rhetoric 

impacts citizens' concepts of what it means to belong in the U.S. nation as well as the 

way the government interacts with citizens and forms policies that affect the material and 

emotional qualities of citizens' lives.  As Historian Greg Grandin argues, 

An interventionist military posture, belief that America has a special role to play 

in world history, cynical realpolitik, vengeful nationalism, and free-market 

capitalism have all driven U.S. diplomacy in one form or another for nearly two 

centuries.  But what is new is how potent these elements have become and how 

tightly they are bound to the ambitions of America’s domestic ruling conservative 

coalition—a coalition that despite its power and influence paints itself as 

persecuted, at odds not just with much of the world but with modern life itself.  

(Empire’s Workshop 7)   

Reagan’s rhetoric of economic individualism helped to shape the potency of this rhetoric 

by portraying individual capitalist behavior as a means to democratize the world.  Yet, we 

saw a similar rhetorical maneuver at the turn of the twentieth century with the BSA and 

other efforts to define masculinity as a way to preserve democracy and define what an 

American is.   

                                                                                                                                                                             
and corporate interests, as well as public consent. 
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In Ronald Reagan's first inaugural address on January 20, 1981, Reagan provides 

an early example of the rhetorical tactic he will employ as he enacts his economic 

changes.  This speech includes elements of traditional masculinist nationalism, but 

creates a shift toward a rhetoric of individual economic gain at the same time.  Below, I 

analyze this address and compare it with his second inaugural address in which his 

rhetoric of the economy is more evidently a rhetoric of national identity. 

  

3.2 Reagan's First Inaugural Address 
Reagan's 1980 inauguration ceremony on the terrace of the West Front of the Capitol 

building served as a shifting point from a Democratic administration to a Republican one.  

After the election of 1980, in addition to the shift in the White House, the United States 

saw the first Republican senate in twenty-six years.  Adding to the sense of national 

transition, the same day, the American hostages that had been held by the Iranian 

government were released.  Along with marking a sea change in the government, 

Reagan's inaugural address served as an important rhetorical opportunity for his 

administration.  He used this kairos to draw from early American rhetoric of the United 

States as exceptional among the world as well as "city upon a hill" metaphors (drawing 

from John Winthrop, reported to be Reagan's favorite author) to lay the groundwork for 

his economic plans, justifying the economic imperialism and domestic upheavals for 

people of color and the working class,  as well as the neo-imperialism in Latin America, 

that were to come under his administration.  These upheavals effectively created 

commonalties among a shrinking group of bourgeois white men who benefited.  Aided by 
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Reagan’s exceptionalist rhetoric, his administration’s discussions of neo-imperialism in 

Latin America were rooted in masculinist discourses, just as Roosevelt’s rhetoric of 

imperialism was at the beginning of the twentieth century.  The critical discourse analysis 

concept of intertextuality (Fairclough 205) will help me to clarify the mechanics and 

persuasive potential of Reagan’s metaphors.       

 Reagan's speech is infused with American religious ideology that legitimates his 

ideas with the suggestion that they are supported by God.  He draws upon American 

exceptionalism that has, since early American times, provided an argument that the 

United States is chosen by God and serves as an example among the nations of the world.  

The first index of American exceptionalism occurs in the second paragraph of the 

transcript of Reagan's speech.  Here, he proclaims that, "In the eyes of many in the world, 

this every-4-year ceremony we accept as normal is nothing less than a miracle."  Calling 

the inauguration ceremony a miracle suggests a holy occurrence, something created by 

God that is not normally humanly possible.  Reagan's wording suggests that this event 

appears inexplicable by the laws of nature, and so is held to be an act of God.  The 

implied secondary text within the main text of the speech is both biblical and historical, 

and consists of a range of Puritan writings on the divine mission of the United States to 

be an example for other nations.  The intertextuality of the speech appeals to a diverse 

audience because of the pervasive historical tie between the national narrative and a sense 

of religious mission.       

This reference to a miracle also suggests that God has chosen the United States 

for special consideration.  Before speaking of the ceremony as a "miracle," he makes it 
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clear that the transfer of authority between former President Carter and himself is equally 

unusual.  He begins his second paragraph by saying, "The orderly transfer of authority as 

called for in the Constitution routinely takes place as it has for almost two centuries and 

few of us stop to think how unique we really are."  The "routine" and "orderly transfer of 

authority" draws attention to the fact that this change of leadership is not a revolution, 

further dissociating the United States from other nations that have been in a state of 

revolution during the twentieth century in Asia, Latin America, and Russia.  Yet, in the 

next paragraph, Reagan implies subtly that another nation may have approached such a 

leadership change as a revolution, as he addresses former President Carter, saying, "Mr. 

President, I want our fellow citizens to know how much you did. . .  By your gracious 

cooperation in the transition process, . . ."  The idea that Carter graciously cooperated 

suggests that he might have resisted.  This idea also further indexes a potentially 

revolutionary change occurring within the United States; however, this type of change is 

taking place peacefully because of the United States' "tradition."  In this way, Reagan 

frames the United States as a nation that is peaceful, rather than revolutionary, and where 

change occurs without revolution.  This idea elides the realities of the civil war, labor 

movements, women's movements, and the civil rights movement, to say nothing of the 

American Revolution.  

  The first substantive topic of Reagan's speech after the notion of enduring 

American tradition is economics. Economics is a timely topic because the nation had 

suffered from recession during the second half of the 1970s, including high 

unemployment, inflation, and high interest rates.  Juxtaposing the topic of economics 
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directly after the topic of American traditions makes it clear that this is an important 

national topic, and suggests that Reagan's economic plans are a way of preserving 

national traditions, rather than a break from them.  In arguing that the economic problems 

will “go away” under his presidency, Reagan says, “They will go away because we, as 

Americans, have the capacity now, as we have had in the past, to do whatever needs to be 

done to preserve this last and greatest bastion of freedom” (2).  The “bastion of freedom” 

is not specified in this paragraph, but implies economic power.  In referring to economic 

power as a “bastion of freedom,” Reagan defines the nation and citizens primarily as 

economic beings rather than beings in need of social services, and purchasing power as 

the exercise of democracy.  

 However, Reagan plans to limit the role of the government in reviving the 

economy, making it clear that the economic changes he proposes will be carried out 

through individual acts (he does not mention corporations) rather than acts of the 

government on behalf of the people.  He says, “In this present crisis, government is not 

the solution to our problem.”  In this context, a responsible American citizen is one who 

is economically responsible, and national service is acted out through individual 

economic success.   

Reagan’s focus on “economic responsibility” as a means of preserving America’s 

last “bastion of freedom” (economic prosperity) belies his administration’s policies of 

economic expansionism, particularly in Latin America during the 1980s.  While speaking 

of limited government involvement in the nation’s economic affairs, Reagan covertly 

supported violent practices in Latin American countries in order to secure markets for 
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U.S. corporate interests.  His rhetoric was successful to the extent that it convinced 

Americans that they, as consumers and earners, were responsible for the success of 

American democracy, diverting attention to the reality that while many Americans were 

significantly disadvantaged by Reagan’s domestic policies, thousands of Latin Americans 

suffered violence because of his administration’s support for U.S. private corporate 

interests. 

As historian Greg Grandin argues, “the Cold War in Latin American had less to 

do with geopolitical superpower conflict than it did with bitterly fought battles over 

citizenship rights, national inclusion, and economic justice” (“Off the Beach” 426).  In 

fact, Reagan’s Secretary of Defense Caspar Weinberger argued in 1984 in his debate with 

historian E.P. Thompson that the Cold War “really was. . .about individual freedom and 

the ability to pass it along to our kids” (qtd. in Gradin, “Off the Beach” 440).  Yet, 

Reagan’s Cold War rhetoric did not begin or end with his presidency.  Rather, 

administrations as far back as Roosevelt at the turn of the century have used Latin 

America as an object of imperialism and as a rhetorical object around which to define 

U.S. nationalism and citizenship.   

 Rather than a new set of developments, U.S. imperial activities in the Caribbean 

and Latin American at the turn of the century were part of the continuing development of 

capitalism.  Quoting Walter LeFeber, Gradin argues that such expansion was “ ‘not a 

break in history, but a natural culmination’ of an expanding industrial capitalism that had 

taken off after the Civil War and demanded new markets, new resources, and new outlets 

for domestic conflicts” (“Off the Beach” 428).  This imperialism included a powerful 
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rhetorical element.  Similarly, the Cold War during Reagan’s tenure was not merely an 

new economic venture, but a series of “bitterly fought battles over citizenship rights, 

national inclusion, and economic justice” (Grandin 426), accompanied by a domestic 

rhetoric of individual economic participation in the nation—in other words, a new 

development in an old pattern of national rhetoric.  Reagan’s rhetoric was hypocritical, of 

course, because at the same time that his administration justified its economic and 

military actions in Latin America and elsewhere in the name of democracy, it carried out 

those actions in order to quell the economic nationalism and claims to citizenship of 

proletariat groups in Latin America.   

 

3.3 The Protestant Work Ethic           
 Within a domestic context, the Protestant work ethic figures prominently into 

Reagan’s concept of the economy in this speech at several points.  The Protestant work 

ethic, now part of common parlance, was posited by Max Weber as the idea that the 

protestant religious tradition in the United States provides the asceticism required to 

sustain the accumulation of capital for its own sake.  Reagan draws upon this ethic in his 

speech when he says, “Idle industries have cast workers into unemployment, causing 

human misery and personal indignity.”  Reagan goes on to say that, “Those who do work 

are denied a fair return for their labor by a tax system which penalizes successful 

achievement and keeps us from maintaining full productivity."  The idea that hard-

working Americans are “denied a fair return for their labor” suggests that the “tax 

system" prevents them from accruing the capital they deserve.  Also, the language 
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Reagan uses here also mirrors that of Progressive Era labor movements by focusing on a 

“fair return” for one’s labor.  Yet, rather than fair wages, increased Union power, child-

care benefits, or other progressive goals that would benefit workers, Reagan points to the 

federal tax system as the source of the problem.  In saying that the tax system “penalizes 

successful achievement,” Reagan is also suggesting that those who work hard are 

economically prosperous, and the wealthy are unfairly being taxed.   

 Rather than emphasizing that he is not interested in social welfare plans to help 

the working class, Reagan emphasizes the burden of government spending: “But as great 

as our tax burden is, it has not kept pace with public spending.  For three decades, we 

have piled deficit upon deficit. . .  To continue this long trend is to guarantee tremendous 

social, cultural, political, and economic upheavals,” he says.  In fact, the United States 

did have a considerable deficit at the time of Reagan’s election; however, under his 

presidency, the national debt tripled and the United States accrued the highest debt of any 

industrialized nation at that  time (cite). 

 Reagan indexes American exceptionalism--describing the United States as an 

anomaly ordained by God, a "city upon a hill," as Winthrop called this country--to justify 

decreasing government power by saying, “We are a nation that has a government—not 

the other way around.  And this makes us special among the nations of the Earth” (3).  He 

continues, “It is my intention to curb the size and influence of the Federal establishment 

and to demand recognition of the distinction between the powers granted to the Federal 

Government and those reserved to the States or to the people” (3).  By making this 

argument, Reagan makes a subtle, indirect argument for white supremacy.   His argument 
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for decreased federal power and increased state sovereignty reflected Barry Goldwater's 

argument for states' sovereignty in the face of the Civil Rights Act in 1964.  Goldwater 

(the 1964 Republican presidential nominee from Arizona) argued that individual 

Americans had the right to decide who to hire, to do business with, and to allow into their 

restaurants (Williams 1).  Reagan supported Goldwater in his call for states' rights in the 

1960s, speaking out for what he called individual rights, and maintained a mutually 

supportive political relationship with Goldwater.  In 1980, Reagan began his presidential 

campaign in Philadelphia, Mississippi, a town where three civil rights workers had been 

killed.  Here, he spoke in favor of states' rights and limiting the power of the federal 

government (Williams 1).  In this context, the connection between white supremacy and 

decreased federal power was unmistakable; however, at Reagan's inaugural address in 

1981 in D.C., removed from the South and avoiding mention of civil rights, he did not 

directly address civil rights. 

 Cornel West notes that Reagan "realigned an entire American popular culture and 

politics with race-coded issues."  Reagan demonstrated racist policies in several ways.  

He aligned himself with whites in apartheid South Africa.  Domestically, Reagan 

attempted to reverse the federal policy of denying tax-exempt status to private schools 

that practice discrimination by granting tax-free status to Bob Jones University.  He 

"reduced the affirmative action requirements of corporate recipients of federal contracts 

and cutback oversight; diminished the role of the Civil Rights Division of the Justice 

Department in filing discrimination claims; and drastically cut the federal and state 

welfare rolls under Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC)" (Fields).    
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 Also underlying Reagan's argument against government interference in citizens' 

lives is his administration's neoclassical approach to economics.  This approach assumes 

the capitalist market will function on its own as a "self-correcting, equilibrial 

mechanism" once it is freed from fiscal and government regulations (Lowe 38)--an 

economy approximating Adam Smith's capitalist market (41).  The Reagan 

administration's neoclassical economic discourse replaced the neo-Keynesianism of the 

Kennedy and Johnson administrations, under which capitalism was assumed to be 

imperfect and requiring state intervention in order to correct problems such as 

unemployment (37-8).  As the ideology of white supremacy during the Progressive Era 

was justified through scientific arguments about evolution, the economic policies of the 

Reagan administration were based on neoclassical scientific justifications (Lowe 39-40).  

The language used within the discipline of neoclassical economics includes terms such as 

"individual interest," "market equilibrium," and "rational choice" that also carry separate 

discursive meanings within everyday, nonacademic language.  Using such terms that 

carry nostalgic meaning for the general public, those in the Reagan administration were 

able to "argue that the market ideal is the safeguard for the politics of democratic freedom 

and individual liberty" (45).  By repeating them often enough, the administration helped 

to make "the market" into a "sort of timeless, Platonic paradigm" (45).  I argue that in 

addition to creating a nostalgia for "the market," the language of the Reagan 

administration's neoclassical economic approach filtered into Americans' sense of  

national identity.  In other words, to participate in "the market" through individual choice, 

capitalist subjects are defining themselves as citizens.  Rather prompting Americans to 
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imagine fraternity through a narrative of white male evolution, Reagan prompts them to 

imagine their national commonality, their common destiny, as a matter of individual 

interest and rational choice.  In this context, citizens are defined through their successful 

participation in the market.  In part because of Reagan's fiscal and social policies, the 

group of "successful" citizens are typically white, bourgeois, and male.  

 Yet in Reagan's construction of the nation, laissez-faire economy does not mean 

that free choice is the only factor guiding their fate in the nation.  In order to create 

nostalgia for "the market," Reagan also relies upon early American concepts of the nation 

as chosen by God through rhetorical formations such as the American Jeremiad.  Sacvan 

Bercovitch argues that the American Jeremiad, while originally a Puritan call for early 

Americans to pass God's test and prove that they are worthy of God's choosing, is a 

common political format for American speeches to this day, even if sometimes stripped 

of its religious history.  The American Jeremiad depicts a society which has fallen from 

the grace of God.  It details the consequences that have resulted from the backsliding.  

However, the American Jeremiad focuses on the hope that public life can improve if 

Americans take the right steps.  Yet, even in its optimism, American Jeremiads reflect an 

underlying unrest.  Bercovitch notes that, "[n]ot infrequently, their affirmations betray an 

underlying desperation--a refusal to confront the present, a fear of the future, an effort to 

translate 'America' into a vision  that works in spirit because it can never be tested in fact" 

(Bercovitch xiv).  Reagan's speech reflects the real crisis of the economy that existed 

when he took office, but also his fears of governmental corrections over the social 

problems surrounding race, class, and gender.            
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 Due to the increasing power of women, people of color, immigrants, and working 

class men at the turn of the twentieth century, a "crisis" in national identity characterized 

Roosevelt’s presidency.  Reagan’s presidency also began during a national crisis due to 

the frailty of the U.S. economy in 1980.  We also see during this time a cultural backlash 

against affirmative action and women entering the workplace, similar to the turn-of-the-

century backlash against immigrants, African Americans, unionized working-class men, 

and women.  Yet, while Roosevelt’s white supremacist ideology was somewhat overt in 

his colonialist stories, Reagan veils his white supremacist policies in the language of 

justice and aiding the economy.  While they use different strategies, both frame their 

projects in terms of national destiny and hard work.  In order to stave off criticism from 

those who would argue against Reagan’s plan for a decreased federal role in citizens’ 

lives, Reagan explains, “. . .just so there will be no misunderstanding, it is not my 

intention to do away with government.  It is, rather, to make it work—work with us, not 

over us; to stand by our side, not ride on our back” (3).  The idea of government riding on 

the backs of citizens is an index for government imposing its policies on those who are 

“hard workers” living up to the Protestant work ethic—those who receive a paycheck 

instead of a welfare check and those who attain jobs and promotions without the 

assistance of federal programs such as affirmative action; in other words, Reagan's "our" 

is those who are white and middle or upper class, or those people of color who have 

managed to become economically successful without assistance by pulling themselves up 

by their bootstraps.  To reinforce this idea, Reagan says next, “Government can and must 

provide opportunity, not smother it; foster productivity, not stifle it” (3).  The word 
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“opportunity,” for many audiences, signified “equal opportunity” policies that were 

designed to prevent discrimination against people of color and women in the workforce.  

In fact, the economy of the 1980s demanded that many women of color and white women 

work outside of the home—women who otherwise may have chosen to work in the home.  

Yet, because of latent racist values along with the difficult economy, affirmative action 

policies were labeled “reverse discrimination” by those who argued that women and 

people of color were unjustly taking jobs from deserving white male workers.  Justifying 

a turn away from government imposition, Reagan says, “It is no coincidence that our 

present troubles parallel and are proportionate to the intervention and intrusion in our 

lives that result from unnecessary and excessive growth of government.”  The 

“unnecessary” and “excessive” growth that Reagan refers to include social services such 

as welfare support and affirmative action.  In these ways, Reagan is justifying the actions 

that are about to come under his presidency, including attempts at welfare cuts, decreased 

legal support for affirmative action policies, and racial tropes that will ultimately 

discriminate against people of color and the working class.  However, Reagan veils his 

justifications under nationalism.  In the same paragraph, he says, “So, with all the 

creative energy at our command, let us begin an era of national renewal.”  

 Later in his address, Reagan circles around to the idea of affirmative action again, 

making the point that he will heal the economy by making welfare recipients work: “How 

can we love our country and not love our countrymen, and loving them, reach out a hand 

when they fall, heal them when they are sick, and provide opportunities to make them 

self-sufficient so they will be equal in fact and not just in theory?” (4).  Here again, the 
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word “equal” again conjures “equal opportunity” and implies that those who attain jobs 

by utilizing equal opportunity employment are not equal in fact, but only in theory.  He 

argues that they will become equal in fact if they are “self-sufficient”—in other words, if 

they learn to live without relying on help from others or the government such as 

affirmative action or welfare.  Reagan here draws upon ideas that many white Americans 

shared at this point due to a recent (1979) successful lawsuit against affirmative action 

and several others pending.  He is also effectively further fracturing the working class by 

pitting whites against people of color.  In addition to white antipathy for African 

Americans who many whites perceived to be receiving jobs solely due to affirmative 

action policies, there was also a widespread antipathy for Asians (and, by extension, 

Asian Americans) in the United States related to its failing auto manufacturing industry.18  

 Perhaps the most recognizable example of masculinist nationalism occurs at the 

end of Reagan’s speech, where he draws a metaphor for “ideal” American behavior based 

on a story about a soldier killed in WWI.  However, he begins the metaphor with several 

earlier portraits of American manhood, saying,  

Directly in front of me, the monument to a monumental man: George 

Washington, Father of our country.  A man of humility who came to greatness 

reluctantly.  He led America out of revolutionary victory into infant nationhood.  

                                                           
18 Perhaps the most extreme example of this racism against Asians was the 1982 murder of Vincent Chin, 
an Asian American, who was bludgeoned to death with a baseball bat in Detroit by Ronald Ebens and his 
step-son, Michael Nitz, both white autoworkers.  Nitz had recently been laid-off from an automobile plant.  
The two mistook Chin for Japanese, and Ebens was overheard saying “It’s because of you little 
motherfuckers that we’re out of work” before he beat Chin.  Ebens and Nitz served no jail time, receiving 
only three years probation and a $3,000 fine (Yip).  In defending his decision on Ebens, the judge in the 
case stated, “We’re talking here about a man who’s held a responsible job with the same company for 17 or 
18 years. . .” ( Ho). 
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Off to one side, the stately memorial to Thomas Jefferson.  The Declaration of 

Independence flames with his eloquence.   

 

And then beyond the Reflecting Pool the dignified columns of the Lincoln 

Memorial.  Whoever would understand in his heart the meaning of American will 

find it in the life of Abraham Lincoln. (5) 

 
The qualifiers that Reagan uses to describe the memorials, and, by extension, the men 

themselves, reflect manliness: “monumental”, “man of humility”, “stately”, “eloquence”, 

and “dignified.”  These phrases reflect a manhood that was primary in the United States 

prior to the Progressive Era, one which emphasized decorum, gentility, sophistication, 

and caring.     

Yet, after these references, Reagan leads us to a metaphor for masculinity rather 

than manliness by turning to the war hero.  He says of the markers in Arlington National 

Cemetery,  

Each one of those markers is a monument to the kinds of hero I spoke of 

earlier.  Their lives ended in places called Belleau Wood, The Argonne, 

Omaha Beach, Salerno and halfway around the world on Guadalcanal, 

Tarawa, Pork Chop Hill,  the Chosin Reservoir, and in a hundred rice 

paddies and jungles of a place called Vietnam.   

By ending his speech with war heroes, rather than other possible tropes for a national 

hero such as mothers or educators, Reagan implies that a true national hero is one who is 

masculine.  Naming several sites of U.S. war battles likely reminds listeners of films that 
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have been made about war, in particular, the U.S. war in Vietnam—after all, while some 

of his audience were veterans, most of them relied on stories of war rather than first-hand 

experience.  The phrasing “and in a hundred rice paddies and jungles of a place called 

Vietnam” (6) creates a significantly different tone than simply saying “Vietnam” or 

“Saigon.”  The wars prior to Vietnam are recognizable to the majority of Americans in 

1981 by place names rather than geography, as they are fairly removed in history.  

However, the Vietnam war ended officially only eight years prior (and the United States 

only completely withdrew from Southeast Asia six years prior) to Reagan's address, and 

many Americans no doubt remember hearing about the geography of Vietnam in the 

news and seeing it in Hollywood films such as Apocalypse Now (released in 1979).  

Returned war veterans were living the fallout of their military service through disability 

and unemployment, and served as a visible reminder of the war.  Widespread protests 

against the U.S. war in Vietnam had occurred only ten years prior.  In listing the rice 

paddies and the jungles, Reagan shows that he is familiar with the experience of U.S. 

soldiers in Vietnam and that he sees them as heroes, rather than othering them.  And in 

saying “a place called Vietnam,” Reagan ends the paragraph and the idea with an 

aesthetically pleasing rhythm that sounds almost poetic rather than conversational.  

Beyond aesthetics, Reagan also draws from a common, pre-Vietnam U.S. military hero 

image. 

Yet, Reagan does not linger on the topic of Vietnam.  While the most recent 

American soldier that his audience was familiar with is the soldier returning from 

Vietnam, the story of the U.S. soldiers in Vietnam has not generally been a story of 
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heroes.  Due to widespread news coverage of protests and national embarrassments such 

as the Mai Lai massacre, public perception of the war in Vietnam was largely negative, 

and certainly did not reflect patriotism and national pride, but rather national failure and 

injustice.  For that reason, the returning Vietnam veteran was not an ideal picture of 

masculinity, either.  Reagan finally turns the audience’s attention to an ideal version of 

the American soldier and American masculinity in the next paragraph with a story of 

Martin Treptow.  Reagan says,  

Under one such marker lies a young man—Martin Treptow—who left his 

job in a small town barber shop in 1917 to go to France with the famed 

Rainbow Division.  There, on the western front, he was killed trying to 

carry a message between battalions under heavy artillery fire. 

 

We are told that on his body was found a diary.  On the flyleaf under the 

heading, “My Pledge,” he had written these words: “America must win 

this war.  Therefore, I will work, I will save, I will sacrifice, I will endure, 

I will fight cheerfully and do my utmost, as if the issue of the whole 

struggle depended on me alone. (6) 

 

This story serves as a model for the kind of ideal masculine soldier that Reagan would 

like Americans to have in mind when they think of the nation and himself.  Yet, in ending 

his speech with this story, Reagan focuses audiences’ attention on the national values that 

he wants to make central: a young man (representing the ultimate physical embodiment 
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of a perfect citizen); killed in a brave effort; who, conveniently, carried a message on his 

body of the values the ideal citizen should hold: work, frugality, self-sacrifice, endurance, 

optimism, and dependability.  These values closely mirror those that were required of 

Boy Scouts in the early twentieth century, the topic of the second chapter.  Reagan has 

used masculinity to support his arguments for individual economic responsibility and 

success. 

 

3.4 Reagan’s Second Inaugural Address   
 In Reagan’s second inaugural address in 1985, his rhetoric of the economy is 

more pronounced, and his reliance on traditional masculinist figures recedes.  It is clear in 

this speech that Reagan no longer needs the trope of physical manhood to shape national 

identity.  Now he turns to economic success solely as the representative of national 

power, and economic success is, in itself, an index for nationalism.  At this point in his 

presidency, rather than focusing on the physical white male as the national agent, Reagan  

can rely on his trope of the "welfare queen," a trope that allows white females to become 

national agents as well.   

Reagan begins the address similarly to the way he began his first address, by 

reminding readers that this sort of address has occurred throughout United States history.  

He here sets up an image of progress and success by saying that during the first inaugural 

address, George Washington “stood less than a single day’s journey by horseback from 

raw, untamed wilderness” (2).  To refer to the land surrounding the thirteen colonies as 

“raw, untamed wilderness” is to imply that the land was uncivilized.  In this sense, 
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Reagan draws upon a civilized/uncivilized binary that will support his following claims 

of economic success.  This metaphor also creates the suggestion that the United States 

has tamed the uncivilized land outside its borders by expanding.  Today, Reagan tells his 

listeners, “[w]e have lighted the world with our inventions. . .” (2).   

While Reagan argues that, “we, the present-day Americans, are not given to 

looking backward” (part of his myth of progress), looking backward is exactly what he 

does at this point in order to create an image of success.  The contrast he has drawn 

between the raw and the enlightened is parallel to his following description of bringing 

the United States from the economic despair that existed in 1981 to contemporary 

economic success.  He creates this parallel by saying, “When I took this oath four years 

ago, I did so in a time of economic stress.  [. . .] Four years ago, I spoke to you of a new 

beginning and we have accomplished that” (2).  A new beginning, for Reagan, is 

measured by his economic policies that have created prosperity for a small portion of the 

population, but a disproportional hardship for the working class and people of color.  

However, with the phrase, “In this blessed land, there is always a better tomorrow,” 

Reagan implies that the nation is chosen and protected by God, and therefore must 

always get better; therefore, it is better in 1985 than it was in 1980.   

Reagan also makes an important rhetorical move by making economic success 

tantamount to democracy: He says, “But in another sense, our new beginning is a 

continuation of that beginning created two centuries ago, when, for the first time in 

history, government, the people said, was not our master, it is our servant; its only power 

that which we the people allow it to have” (2).  He here compares the decreased 
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government regulations on commerce and decreased taxes to the American Revolution 

against the British.  Within this rhetorical construction, it is difficult for readers to 

disagree that the contemporary economic changes were progressive, without also 

disagreeing that the American Revolution was progressive, an argument that would deny 

the logic of American nationalism.  Also, by equating the recent economic changes with 

the American Revolution, Reagan is labeling those economic changes as fundamentally 

American.   

To explain the period of economic recession, Reagan goes on:  

That system [in which people have more power than their government] 

has never failed us, but, for a time, we failed the system.  We asked things 

of government that government was not equipped to give.  We yielded 

authority to the National Government that properly belonged to States or 

to local governments or to the people themselves.  We allowed taxes and 

inflation to rob us of our earnings and savings and watched the great 

industrial machine that had made us the most productive people on Earth 

slow down and the number of unemployed increase. (2) 

“We,” in this context, is clearly not welfare recipients or those who have needed 

affirmative action policies to be assured equal access to employment.  It is those who 

have benefited from the economic changes under Reagan’s presidency—the middle and 

upper classes, and largely, white Americans.  Here, the "great industrial machine" is 

revered as a driving force behind our exceptionalism, in contrast to Roosevelt's era, when 
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corporate industry was a growing competitive economic threat against bourgeois white 

men.    

 Reagan places this national story within the format of the American Jeremiad.  In 

this case, Reagan says, “By 1980, we knew it was time to renew our faith, to strive with 

all our strength toward the ultimate in individual freedom consistent with an orderly 

society” (2).  Essentially, Reagan is telling a story of backsliding—falling from God’s 

grace through a lack of faith.  “We failed the system,” he writes.  “[W]e knew it was time 

to renew our faith.”  By renewing their faith, Americans would be able to return to the 

position as chosen, and their faith would be evidenced by economic success.   

 Reagan also defines national strength as economic strength rather than physical 

strength.  Roosevelt's rhetoric of the strength of the race becomes Reagan's economic 

strength of the individual: “We believed then and now there are no limits to growth and 

human progress when men and women are free to follow their dreams.  And we were 

right to believe that.  Tax rates have been reduced, inflation cut dramatically, and more 

people are employed than ever before in our history."   

 In defining national strength as economic, Reagan also completes the Jeremiad he 

began in his first inaugural address by describing the return to faith under his first term of 

office and the fulfillment of God’s promise.  He puts this return in nationalistic terms by 

tying it to the foundation of the nation: "our new beginning," he writes, "is a continuation 

of that beginning created two centuries ago when, for the first time in history, 

government, the people said, was not our master, it is our servant."  He ties his 

administration's economic policies to the national ideal of freedom by tying "liberty," 
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"self-government," and "free enterprise" together as belonging to the "warm sunlight" 

rather than the "darkness": 

These will be years when Americans have restored their confidence and 

tradition of progress; when our values of faith, family, work, and 

neighborhood were restated for a modern age; when economy was finally 

freed from governments grip; […]; when Americans courageously 

supported the struggle for liberty, self-government, and free enterprise 

throughout the world, and turned the tide of history away from totalitarian 

darkness and into the warm sunlight of human freedom. 

Again, at the end of the speech, Reagan reaffirms the holy purpose of his economic goals, 

referring to Americans as "one people under God, dedicated to the dream of freedom that 

He has placed in the human heart, called upon now to pass that dream on to a waiting and 

hopeful world."  In this address, Reagan goes as far as to place his economic project on 

par with the American Revolution: "Let history say of us, 'These were golden years--

when the American Revolution was reborn, when freedom gained new life, when 

American reached out for her best,'" Reagan implores his audience.  In seeing the his 

economic changes as a rebirth of the American Revolution, Reagan is making his 

economic project tantamount to the birth of the nation.  He is recreating a national 

purpose for Americans, yet in tying it to the early United States by mentioning the 

American Revolution, he is legitimizing his project as fundamentally American rather 

than revolutionary in a negative sense.     
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3.5 Conclusion 
In Reagan's construction of the nation, nationalism is enacted by economic heroes 

rather than heroes with physical strength.  In his rhetoric, anyone has the opportunity to 

become a national hero, provided that they work hard and prosper economically.  

Greatness in his construction of the nation is not dependent upon the evolutionary 

advantage of white masculinity, but rather upon those who work and earn.  He says, "We 

must think anew and move with a new boldness, so every American who seeks work can 

find work; so the least among us shall have an equal chance to achieve the greatest 

things--to be heroes who heal our sick, feed the hungry, protect peace among nations, and 

leave this world a better place."  While Reagan ended his first inaugural address with the 

classic portrait of a war hero, here he defines a hero through economic productivity.  

Rhetorically, Reagan is not using a rhetoric of masculine nationalism of the sort that 

Roosevelt and the Boy Scouts of America used.  However, his rhetorical move to connect 

economic prosperity with American freedom justifies the material reality of white 

bourgeois male privilege that flourished under his presidency.  In this sense, he created a 

new language to justify masculinity.  
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CHAPTER 4:  "AN ARMY OF ONE": MASCULINIST NATIONAL 
RHETORIC IN THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY 

 

4.1 Introduction 
As I elaborated in chapter two, at the turn of the twentieth century, social, 

political, and economic changes precipitated a change in the way manhood was defined 

in the United States through nationalism.  I argued that this change reflected white 

fantasies about white supremacy, the evolution of races, and the colonized Other.  These 

fantasies stemmed from upper- and middle-class white anxiety over the changing roles of 

women, blacks, immigrants, and the working class in the United States and resulted in 

narratives of impending crisis in white manhood.  Such fantasies about white supremacy 

were exhibited in fiction stories and daily practices.  Anxiety over whiteness continued 

throughout the mid-twentieth century, abetted by Jim Crow laws and signified by a 

geographical separation of races through "white flight" to the suburbs.  In the last decades 

of the twentieth century, the national role of bourgeois white men became uncertain in 

new ways because of changes in the economy.  The economic crisis of the late 1970s and 

early 1980s and changing attitudes toward the military in response to the Vietnam War 

and its draft, as well as President Ronald Reagan's rhetoric of economic individualism as 

national practice, all contributed to and developed late-twentieth century masculinist 

nationalism.  Late twentieth-century masculinist nationalism, in contrast to earlier 

masculinist nationalism is not enacted through service in the military and other national 

organizations to the degree that it was at the turn of the century.   
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At the end of the nineteenth and beginning of the twentieth centuries, masculinist 

nationalism worked its way into the military through the efforts of youth programs like 

the Boy Scouts of America and the YMCA to strengthen white boys so that they would 

become more physically capable soldiers in adulthood, combating an imagined crisis of 

weak white men.  At the end of the twentieth century, by contrast, the crisis in the 

military is framed as one of numbers—that is, of recruiting enough men and women to 

sustain the branches of the armed forces—rather than a crisis of unfit or emasculate men 

(although numbers were a problem at the turn of the century as well).  Through my 

analysis of some late-twentieth-century recruiting tactics of the United States Army, I 

will argue that while masculinist nationalism is still present in national rhetoric, it has 

changed rhetorically in response to changing national needs and economic and imperial 

goals.19  Today, it functions as a marketing tool rather than a national project.  

Masculinist nationalism worked to define the nation at the turn of the twentieth century, 

but was aimed at defining the nation narrowly through white men.  Through the military 

since the 1970s, masculinist nationalism works through men of color, as well, and either 

recedes as a rhetorical device or changes in order for the Army to persuade its target 

audience.  

 

4.2 "An Army of One": Army recruiting from the mid 1990s to the present 
 

                                                           
19 All branches of the military have experienced recruitment shortfalls, with the exception of the Marines 
(Moskos 1). 
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Enlistment shortages in the U.S. military have been a problem since 1973 when 

President Nixon realized his campaign pledge to end the draft.  In the mid-1990s the 

military began facing its most severe recruiting challenges, which have continued to the 

present, particularly in the case of the Army.  In addition to low numbers of recruits, the 

military also began seeing drops in the quality of successful recruits: the number of Army 

enlistees scoring above the fiftieth percentile on the armed-forces qualification tests has 

fallen by a third since the mid-1990s, and in 2002 the Army accepted 380 recruits with 

felony arrests, more than double the number accepted in 1998 (Moskos 2). These 

challenges prompted the Clinton and George W. Bush administrations to conduct 

research into the problem of recruitment.   

In 2003, under the Bush administration, a report titled Attitudes, Aptitudes, and 

Aspirations of American Youth: Implications for Military Recruitment was written by the 

Committee on the Youth Population and Military Recruitment, a committee established 

in 1999 by the National Research Council (NRC) at the request of the U.S. Department of 

Defense.  The purpose of this study was to recommend to the military ways to improve 

recruiting.  The authors found that the obstacles to recruitment were high college 

enrollment, the healthy economy, and decreased interest in the military (1).     

The authors of this study (academics, business professionals, and retired military 

officers) consulted research on the life goals of high school seniors from 1976 to 1998, 

and found that high school seniors assigned the highest importance ratings to "finding 

purpose and meaning in my life," with over fifty percent of males and sixty-five to 

seventy percent of females assigning the highest value to this category over the course of 
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the twelve years (153).  The authors determined that "if military service in future years 

can provide such opportunities—and be perceived as doing so—the appeal is likely to be 

strong"  (152).  We will see this conclusion reflected in some of the advertising materials 

that I analyze in this chapter.  

Another finding of the report was that youth patriotism declined.  The authors cite 

evidence that "political participation and civic engagement are declining" (154), that 

youth have little interest in national politics and have low voting rates in national and 

congressional elections, that they have little accurate knowledge about national political 

processes, and that they "are the most bored and least engaged when they are attending 

history classes" (154).   Those youth who are politically engaged, according to this report, 

tend to focus on "global issues" of human rights and global poverty, discrimination, 

disease eradication, animal rights, and environmentalism.20  The authors argue that these 

issues are "worldwide, not national. . ." (155).  I argue that the distinction the authors 

make between national and global issues is an arbitrary one, based on a sense of the 

nation as isolated from other nations.  It would be reasonable for the authors to postulate 

that the goals of the military are not in line with the politics of today's engaged youth; 

however, the authors dismiss this politically engaged group as uninterested in national 

issues.  They do find, however, that youth today are increasingly volunteering in their 

communities.  This contradiction between increased political disengagement and 

increased volunteerism may actually indicate a type of national engagement and political 

                                                           
20 I infer that the politically active youth the authors refer to are the proportion of the 18-20-year-olds who 
vote in presidential and congressional elections, though the report does not explicitly define this group. 
Also, the authors' perception that they are interested in "global" issues vs. "national" issues is not explicitly 
supported in this report by data or other research. 
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activity that this committee is not measuring.  Yet, we can see the study relies upon 

traditional definitions of patriotism and nationalism in the sense that it measures these 

qualities according to voting practices and ideals that imagine the U.S. nation above other 

nations.  This reliance upon such definitions of nationalism is relative to the military’s 

purpose to defend the U.S. 

As I argued in chapter three, nationalism in the U.S. has become largely 

synonymous with participation in the capitalist market since the Reagan era.  The data 

cited in the NRC study reveals that youth have placed great and increasing importance on 

earning a lot of money since the early 1980s (165) (though this statistic in itself does not 

suggest that youth are more money-oriented as a conscious act of nationalism).  The 

youth in the study showed a fair amount of support for the statement that “the U.S. should 

be willing to go to war to protect its own economic interests,” but less support for the 

statement that the U.S. should go to war to “protect the rights of other countries” (178-

79).   

Perhaps the most significant change in military recruiting that the NRC study 

recorded is increasing competition from colleges.  In order for the branches of the 

military to meet their recruiting goals, they must now compete with colleges to recruit the 

college-bound and those already attending college.  In the past, the military has relied on 

the large percentage of youth who were not college-bound; however, today the 

percentage of young adults in this category is too small to fill the military's demand.  

While one recommendation of the NRC report is to focus on college dropouts and 

"stopouts" (those who have taken time off of college and plan to return), recruiters must 
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now assume that potential enlistees will be attending college or planning to attend 

college.  Another recommendation of the NRC report is to instill in youth a sense of 

patriotism and adventure, and convince them that these two values are “best attained in 

the military” (216).  Based on their research, the Committee found that using advertising 

to educate youth on the importance of duty to one’s country and “the noble virtues of 

service to one’s country” would ultimately increase enlistment, since those who showed a 

high propensity to enlist also placed great importance on duty to country, and conversely, 

those who showed a low propensity to enlist placed little importance on duty to country 

(233-34).  Others in the military (not involved with the NRC report) have suggested that 

compulsory military service may be the best way to make the public more receptive to 

the idea of “duty” (Quester 35).      

Another obstacle for the military, according to the report, involves enlisting 

Hispanics.  Hispanics are the fastest growing demographic of young adults in the U.S. 

and will represent about twenty-two percent of the eighteen-year-olds in fifteen years; in 

other words, they present a large pool of potential recruits for the U.S. military, provided 

they meet the enlistment criteria.21  Yet, as a group, Hispanic Americans have a relatively 

low high school graduation rate, and the military typically requires men and women to 

have high school diplomas or GEDs (254-55).  These military is particularly alarmed by 

these statistics because of a decrease in African American and women recruits (Lovato 

                                                           
21 Currently, Latinos constitute sixteen percent of the seventeen- to twenty-one-year-old U.S. population 
(Lovato 16). 
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16).22  These facts were also noted during the Clinton administration and led to the 

Hispanic Access Initiative Act (HAIA), passed in 1996.  This act allowed ROTC 

recruiters to target colleges and universities with a sizeable Hispanic population (Moran).  

Beyond college campuses, the military uses GIS maps to set up recruiting using “souped-

up Hummers” and presentations at Chuck E. Cheese restaurants in Hispanic 

neighborhoods, targeting Hispanic youth and young adults and their parents (Lovato 14).  

The military has defined Los Angeles and the rest of Southern California, Phoenix, and 

Sacramento as its top markets, and the result of the recruiting efforts has been a nearly 

three percent increase in Hispanic enlistment between 2000 and 2004 (16-17).   

In 1994, the U.S. Army budget included plans to cut advertising spending in 1999 

by $14 million.  However, by 1999, recruiting problems were serious enough for 

Congress to add $103 million for military advertising and recruiting to the defense 

spending bill that year.  This bill raised the total Pentagon advertising budget of $784 

million by 7.3% that year (Teinowitz 80).  Between 1993 and 2000, the amount the 

military spent on advertising increased 318%, though with no notable immediate increase 

in the propensity of young adults to enlist (NRC 226-7).  By February 2003, the Pentagon 

began targeting "influencers" in magazines including the New Yorker and Better Homes 

and Gardens, in hopes of reaching the liberal, suburban parents of college-bound youth 

(Bedard 4).  The ads sought to portray military life as "comfortable, satisfying, and 

family friendly" (Bedard 4).     

                                                           
22 Since 2000, African American recruits have fallen from 23.5% to less than 14 percent, “thanks to the 
widespread disaffection with the Iraq War—and good organizing—among parents and students in the black 
community” (Lovato 16). 
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Since 2000, Army spending in particular has doubled. In 2004, the Federal 

Government spent about 1.2 billion dollars on advertising, putting them on par with 

PepsiCo, Home Depot, and the pharmaceutical company Merck in terms of spending.  A 

large portion of that advertising expenditure was related to advertising for the military 

(O’Brien).  The Army spent about $290 million on advertising in 2005 (O'Brien).  The 

result of this Army spending has been the "Army of One" campaign, begun in 2001, that 

"promotes personal success" without emphasizing the risks of war, according to Army 

Colonel Thomas Nickerson, the Army's advertising director (O'Brien).  The "Army of 

One" campaign uses a double-entendre that suggests both an army that functions as one 

unit, and an individual that can be a self-contained army.  This double entendre 

emphasizes "personal growth and individual opportunity while containing a 20-year 

emphasis on teamwork, service to country, unity of purpose and 'The Army' as a total 

team of active and reserve-component forces" (Boyce and Jones). 

My rhetorical analysis of contemporary "Army of One" recruiting documents 

below leads me to argue that masculinist nationalism is still present in the national 

psyche.  However, today this ideological construction functions as a marketing tool that 

appeals to women and people of color as well as white men; and changes depending on 

the audience.  The military courts “influencers” like parents by sponsoring rodeos, all-star 

high school football games and NASCAR races, tapping into and encouraging cites of 

masculinity. But these symbols of physical masculinity do not mean that the military is 

trying to build masculine nationalism as it was at the turn of the twentieth century, in 

order to define citizens as male and white.  While military advertising since 1973 draws 
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on images of masculinity that arose during the Progressive Era, it also targets people of 

color and women, rather than focusing solely on the physical masculinity of white 

males.23  

 

4.3 Recruiting Documents 
I base my analysis on two current recruiting brochures.  I attained these 

documents from an Army recruiting office in 2006.  Before I could open the door to the 

office myself, an Army corporal dressed in fatigues opened the door to shake my hand 

and invite me in.  This recruiter introduced me to two other men who occupied the office 

dressed in short-sleeved polo shirts embroidered with their names and khaki trousers.  All 

three men were white, appeared to be in their mid-twenties to mid-thirties, and fit.  As I 

was handed materials and the two recruiters each made small talk with me, one was 

putting sockets and wrenches into a case.  It appeared that they had been using the socket 

wrench set to work on a new red Harley Davidson motorcycle that was parked against the 

back wall of the office, behind a desk and in my central view as I walked through the 

front door.24  One man excused himself for having the socket wrench set on the desk next 

to where I sat, and the other said with a chuckle that they do not usually have a 

motorcycle in the office.  I was ultimately handed a brochure and some pamphlets, with a 

business card stapled to the front of the brochure.  The following is an analysis of the 

rhetoric of this recruiting material.   

                                                           
23 See chapter two for an examination of masculinity during the Progressive Era. 
24As an aside, though the men appeared to be working on the motorcycle, I didn’t notice any grease on the 
tools, and the men had clean hands.  While I cannot doubt that the motorcycle is not typically in the office, 
it did seem to function as a prop of sorts in the context of the Army recruiting office. 
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The materials, including the business card, are all marked with the "An Army of 

One" slogan and primarily feature various shades of black, and bright yellow.  The cover 

of the brochure features a sepia-toned, grainy photograph of approximately ten (it is 

difficult to tell the exact number) young people approximately the age of recent high-

school graduates standing in two rows with their right hands raised. They are dressed in 

casual, loose-fitting street clothes, with shirts untucked and tennis shoes.  The male on 

the left has noticeably poor posture.  The faces of at least two females are apparent in the 

lines, though the people at the front of each line are male.  The students appear white for 

the most part, though the sepia tones make it difficult to discern skin color.  The floor is 

shiny and reflects the students' profiles, and behind the students is a large hanging fabric 

that is somewhat wavy in texture with large stripes—perhaps a very large American flag.  

The setting appears to be a gym, which indexes a high school—emphasizing these 

students as young and dependent upon parents and other adults.   

Superimposed onto this sepia-toned photograph is a more focused (though still 

somewhat grainy) photograph in grey tones.  In this superimposed photograph, we see 

five young adults lined up shoulder-to-shoulder, looking markedly different from those 

lined up in the background photo.  This photograph reveals four adults in crisp uniforms, 

with serious and determined expressions on their faces (we only see a fraction of the fifth 

person in the corner of the photo).  They are wearing Army dress uniforms.  They wear 

close-cropped haircuts (but not military buzz cuts), have spotless, glowing complexions, 
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and stand with straight posture.  All of the soldiers appear white except for one black 

woman.   

These elements distinguish them from the people lined up in the background 

photo: by comparison, the young adults in the background photo look sloppy, slouchy, 

and young.  The photograph of the soldiers with straight posture indicates activity and 

assertiveness compared to the photograph of the students in the background, which 

indicates passivity.  This contrast between the two photographs is emphasized by their 

geometry.  The lines of the background photo are asymmetrical;  the students’ postures, 

their clothing, their extremely disparate body heights and haircuts, and the diagonal, 

crossing lines on the floor created by the shadows and glare from a light source on the 

left all stand out against the fairly straight lines of the flag hanging in the background.  

On the other hand, the lines of the imposed photograph are extremely symmetrical by 

comparison.  This photograph is placed in the center of the background photograph.  We 

see two women and two men, all of the same body height, with similar short hair, eyes all 

looking in the same direction, all dressed in the same clothes, all with straight posture and 

heads upright at the same level.  A horizontal white line in the background, about one 

centimeter above the heads of the soldiers, emphasizes that each of these soldiers is the 

same height.  The one feature of asymmetry about the front photograph is the black 

woman, whose skin is darker than those in line next to her.  The darkness of her skin is 

mitigated by the low contrast of the photograph; however, her color remains a 

distinguishing feature.  Along with suggesting opportunities for people of color, this 

element of the photograph visually suggests that while one becomes homogenous in 



   

 

96

terms of appearance in the Army (due to the mostly symmetrical lines), one may remain 

an individual.  This dual meaning supports the double-entendre of "An Army of One."       

The yellow words above the superimposed photo say "THE MAKING OF A 

SOLDIER."  Together with the photographs, the title suggests that this is a story about 

transformation from the people in the grainy, sepia-toned asymmetrical photo to the 

people in the clearer, grayscale symmetrical photo.  Because sepia-tones are generally 

found in very old photographs or photographs that are made to appear old, the sepia tones 

here imply that the slouchy people lined up in this photo are from the past, and the newer, 

more focused, grayscale photo is from the present.  The use of black and white images is 

not likely to be a cost-saving measure by the firm that produced these recruiting 

documents; the high-gloss, weighty paper and the inclusion of color photographs within 

the brochure lead me to conclude that the use of black and white images was a conscious 

choice.  Black and white has an ephemeral quality to it, and emphasizes artistic distance 

between an observer and the photograph, while at the same time carrying a nostalgic 

quality.  These elements suggest that this is a story, as if it were a movie.  The visual 

elements of the text are intertextual (Fairclough 188) as they refer broadly to the genre of 

films.  The title "The making of a Soldier" (italics and lower-case letters mine) imply that 

this booklet will tell the story of how the young adults in the old photo were made into 

the young adults, the “Soldiers,” in the new photo.  The movement from asymmetry in 

the background photo to symmetry in the foreground photo implies that this is a move 

forward for the students who enlisted. 
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The back cover of the brochure indicates that this Army marketing program is not 

related to the recruiting goals of the current U.S. war in Iraq which began in 2003.  At the 

bottom of the black, glossy cover, small white print reads "RPI 240, August 2001.  1-800-

USA-ARMY ©2001.  Paid for by the United States Army. . ."  While the volume of 

brochures printed and the audience who potentially receives this brochure may have 

changed, these materials were created and printed in 2001.  Also, while we see that the 

Army has paid for these materials, and presumably has paid some agency, there is no 

mention of the advertising agency that has produced these materials.  In fact, the agency 

responsible for the “Army of One” campaign is Leo Burnett, a large advertising firm 

based in Chicago (Kieskowski).  However, we are not given this information on the 

cover, nor inside the document.  And had the document contained information that would 

make it clear that the Army has paid for a deliberate and carefully crafted campaign, 

these materials may lose effectiveness for some readers; the message of grit, personal 

responsibility, growth, and self-reliance seems to conflict with a message of a corporate 

advertising firm creating materials based on market research, far from the trenches, bases, 

and training grounds. 

Inside the front cover of the brochure in large yellow type against a solid black 

background, the words "AN ARMY OF ONE" are centered, and below, in medium-sized 

font is the phrase "AN ARMY OF ONE.  YOU CAN SEE MY STRENGTH".  In white 

letters streaming down the center of the page, medium font spells out the following: 

"Even though there are 1,045,690 Soldiers just like me, I am my own force.  With 

technology, with training, with support, [...]." At this point, the large yellow-type phrase 



   

 

98

"AN ARMY OF ONE" appears.  The text continues, in a medium-sized typeface, "Who I 

am has become better than who I was.  And I'll be the first to tell you, the might of the 

U.S. Army doesn't lie in numbers.  It lies in me."   At the bottom of the page is the 

campaign emblem of a white star, outlined in bold golden yellow, inside a black square 

that is also outlined in yellow.  The colors black and yellow are used in every Army 

recruiting document I found from the Army of One campaign and are an intertextual 

reference.  The colors black and yellow in combination generally indicate authority, 

danger, protection, or manual labor in the U.S.—we see these colors on road signs and 

police tape, and they are associated with tough work vehicles such as tractors and 

construction tools and machinery.  Read in the context of Army recruiting, these colors 

index toughness and self-reliance—someone who is not afraid of hard work and who gets 

jobs done, and this visual index for toughness acts as a semantic backdrop even when the 

other messages include intellectual or humanitarian work. 

Three things about this text stand out to me as most persuasive, even while they 

are perhaps the subtlest elements of the text.  The first is that the word "soldier" is always 

capitalized in this brochure.  The second is that the text is written in first-person voice, 

though there is no obvious person who is doing the speaking.  The third is that in this 

short passage, a form of the word "me" is used seven times, while the word "Army" 

appears only three times.  These elements suggest a strong focus on the individual, even 

in the context of joining the Army.  In comparison to the BSA manuals that I examined in 

Chapter 2, the focus on the individual is more pronounced here.  White masculinity 

requires an imagined solidarity among white men that was emphasized in the BSA’s 
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materials.  Those materials focused on serving one’s country and helping others and were 

offered as a way to help the nation, ultimately, rather than the goal of individuality.  Also, 

the BSA documents focused more on responsibility than on reward.  In this Army 

recruiting document, however, the focus is primarily on the individual for his or her own 

sake.  We can also see a contrast between this advertisement and the inside cover of 

another contemporary brochure from the Army recruiting office that I will examine 

shortly. 

The focus on the individual is highlighted in the juxtaposition of numbers in the 

phrase "1,045, 690 Soldiers just like me" and phrases that de-emphasize numbers and 

emphasize the individual, such as "The might of the Army doesn't lie in numbers," "It lies 

in me," and "I am my own force.”  How does this focus on individual strength compare 

with the focus on national strength at the turn of the twentieth century?  The relationship 

between white masculine strength and the strength of the nation is clear in the speeches 

of Theodore Roosevelt and in the Boy Scout training manuals.25  However, in the 

advertisement we see here, the connection between the strength of the individual and the 

strength of the nation do not seem to be strongly correlated.  As I will argue below, the tie 

between the individual and the nation is still present in some forms, and we see some of 

the same rhetoric of masculinist nationalism that was present at the turn of the twentieth 

century in the military and the BSA; however, today it is far more audience-dependent 

than at the as a rhetorical tactic. 

                                                           
25 For more details, see my chapter 2 on masculinity at the turn of the twentieth century. 
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The capitalization of the word "Soldier" in the text subtly suggests that a soldier is 

not a common person.  It is someone to be respected, much as "President so-and-so" is 

someone to be respected.  Also, the capitalization suggests an individual soldier, rather 

than one of a number of soldiers; after all, we capitalize proper nouns like "President" 

when we use them to address a particular president, not when we speak of presidents 

generally.  In treating “Soldier” as a proper noun, the document linguistically suggests 

individual identity, supporting the other linguistic indexes for individuality. 

The use of first-person voice in this advertisement, absent of any picture of a 

person who could be assumed to be a narrator, suggests to a reader that it is her own 

voice, coming from her own interior monolog.  If a reader accepts the voice as her own, 

then she also accepts the narrative as her own narrative.  Because the message is a 

positive one (as we see in phrases such as "I am my own force" and "[The might of the 

U.S. Army] lies in me"), and reflects current self-improvement dialog found in 

commercials and other contemporary media, it is likely that readers would want to 

identify with the narrator and to see it as their own voice.  A reader sees that this is not a 

brochure about the Army or about "Soldiers"; rather, it is about herself.  The use of the 

first-person also avoids any gendered third-person pronouns that would suggest the 

pamphlet is targeted toward males.  Women can just as easily as men read the sentences 

as if they are their own.  This gender-neutral nature of the text is supported later in the 

brochure through several pictures of female soldiers.         

The text also brings up the constructed idea of "personal growth."  As with the 

Boy Scout manuals in the early twentieth century, there is an idea of personal evolution, a 
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focus on "becoming."  In the text of the early BSA manuals, the speeches of President 

Roosevelt, and numerous other examples of popular and intellectual culture from the turn 

of the twentieth century, the narrative of the evolution of civilization being lived through 

the growth of white boys into white men was applied to many areas of boys' 

development.26  In the contemporary Army recruiting materials, we see the bootstraps 

narrative of the self-improvement genre rather than a model of racial evolution or 

civilization, and the contemporary narrative targets a broader audience than white men.  

This narrative is especially effective for women and minorities, who have historically had 

to work through barriers to attain career and personal goals.  In phrases such as, "Who I 

am has become better than who I was," we see greater value placed on someone who has 

“become,” that is, someone who has joined the Army, than someone who has not.  Given 

the Army's heavy canvassing of people of color and their inclusion of women in recent 

years, this "bootstraps" rhetoric is likely deliberately tailored to the audience.   

The next pages of the brochure use graduated width so that each page is wider 

than the one before it, allowing each page to function as a tab for specific categories of 

information: "An Army of One," "Becoming an Army of One--The Enlistment Process," 

and so on.  The second section, "You, Your Recruiter and the Army of One," includes the 

first color photographs we see.  The top photograph highlights a young, blonde woman 

on the left who is sitting in a chair and appears to be listening to a uniformed, highly 

decorated black man on the right who is gesturing and looking at a laptop computer.  On 

his desk in front of him are Army recruiting brochures, recognizable by the black and 

                                                           
26 See Chapter 2. 
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bright yellow colors.  Below this photo, a larger photograph shows a tall, uniformed, 

decorated white soldier accompanied by a young woman and man (possibly Asian 

American or Hispanic) on the left and a young black man on the right.  The soldier leans 

in to show the shorter woman and man on the left an Army recruiting brochure titled 

"There are 212 ways to be a Soldier."27     

These photographs are more visually captivating than the text above them and to 

the right, and their smiles and pleased facial expressions emphasize women and people of 

color eagerly listening to recruiters.  The photos of the Army members and the plebeians 

show the potential for people of color and women to succeed in the Army.  The fact that 

the Army officer in the first photo is a black man in a position of authority, conveyed by 

his uniform, his badges, and gestures, indicates that a black man can move up the ranks in 

the Army.  Likewise, the second photograph implies that people of color and women are 

wanted in the Army. 

The text of this page and the facing page include information about the options 

that the Army offers for recruits.  These options emphasize career-building.  For example, 

the “Delayed Entry Program” allows recruits to enlist today but delay reporting for one 

year in order to “complete your educational requirements or plan for your time of 

departure.”  Another option includes the “Concurrent Admissions Program,” which is a 

“joint program of the Army Recruiting Command and more than 1,500 participating 

                                                           
27 It is worth noting that the central Tucson Army recruiting office gave me a similar brochure; however, 
the title of the brochure I was given is "There are more than 150 ways to be a Soldier."  Also, in the photo I 
describe above, the brochure appears to have a photo of a male soldier wearing an Army beret; in my 
brochure, this photo has been changed to a female in a beret.  The inclusion of a female rather than male 
soldier coincides with the other materials I was given that are designed to target females and people of 
color. 
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colleges that admit eligible Soldiers. . . [and] defer enrollment. . . until they complete 

their initial enlistment . . .”  Four of the remaining five options describe ways that an 

enlisted soldier can advance her education.  None of the options suggest that a recruit 

consider a military career, but rather they focus on what soldiers can do once they have 

completed their service.  In this way, the Army is advertised solely as a means to attain 

another goal, rather than a goal in itself. 

 There is no section title that points directly to serving one's country.  This fact 

makes the Army recruiting document different from the Boy Scout materials from the 

turn of the century, for example.  However, there are relatively subtle visual cues that 

indicate that joining the service could be a patriotic endeavor.  For example, the 

“Becoming an Army of One” section described above contains a portion of the grainy, 

sepia-toned photograph on the front of the brochure, showing a boy who is in line with 

his right hand raised.  Below this photograph is a close-up of a section of the American 

flag.  And on the next page, the caption “A Proud Tradition” is accompanied by a color 

photograph of people of varying ages apparently watching a patriotic parade—one man is 

saluting as he watches, others are clapping, others are waving flags as red, white, and 

blue confetti falls, and we see one soldier passing by.  Yet the text of this section seems 

focused on having a respectable job, rather than doing service for one’s country:  

When you become a Soldier in the Army of One, you become part of a 

proud legacy stretching back more than 226 years.  From George 

Washington’s Continental Army, to the sands of the Middle East, the 

Army has served with pride and distinction.  Soldiers have always done 
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whatever it takes to get the job done.  They display a proud devotion to the 

tradition of professionalism and values passed down through the years.  In 

the Army of One, you’re not just part of an ordinary group, you’re part of 

history.   

The language of freedom and democracy, which is so common in political rhetoric, is 

absent from this description of a proud tradition.  The emphasis is on attaining a 

profession that one might normally be excluded from—on becoming a respectable 

person.  Beyond these two photographs, the other photographs in the brochure emphasize 

career advancement over patriotism.  In the next section of the brochure, titled 

“Maximizing Your Future in an Army of One,” there are six categories, and “Serving 

Your Country” is forth on the list, after Training, Education, and Challenge.  Clearly, 

playing on a sense of readers’ patriotism is not the top priority for those who designed 

this document.   

 

4.4 The Soldier's Creed  
 

The rhetorical choices of the brochure I have described above become clearer in 

comparison with a second, similar contemporary brochure from the Army recruiting 

office.  This second brochure is identical to the first, with three subtle but important 

exceptions.  First, the inside cover of the second brochure has a different picture and text.  

In this version, we see a large black and white picture of a soldier’s face in profile and his 

upper body.  The picture is grainy and it is difficult to tell if it is a photograph or a 

drawing.  The soldier wears a helmet and fatigues, with a sling over his shoulder, such as 
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the type of sling that would be attached to a rifle.  The soldier looks forward with a 

serious expression on his face.  The grainy quality of the picture suggests anonymity and 

makes it possible for a white male reader to imagine himself as the soldier.   

The text, set against a black background, includes the title “The Soldier’s Creed,” 

and what follows is the text of the creed that Army soldiers are required to learn in 

training: 

I am an American Soldier.   

I am a Warrior and a member of a team.   

I serve the people of the 

United States and live the Army Values. 

I will always place the mission first.   

I will never accept defeat.   

I will never quit.   

I will never leave a fallen comrade.   

I am disciplined, physically and  

mentally tough, trained and proficient  

in my Warrior tasks and drills.  

I always maintain my arms, my equipment  

and myself.   

I am an expert and I am a professional.   

I stand ready to deploy, engage, and  

destroy the enemies of the United States  
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of America in close combat.   

I am a guardian of freedom and the  

American way of life.   

I am an American Soldier. 

At the bottom of the page, the phrase “An Army of One” is accompanied by the yellow 

and black star symbol that is on all Army of One recruiting materials. 

 The presence of this creed inside the cover is quite different from the presence of 

the text inside the cover of the other brochure.  It is noticeably more male-oriented.  

While the first text also uses the first-person, it does so without any visual reference to 

the speaker, allowing “I” to apply to readers of any gender.  The use of “I” in this second 

brochure, on the other hand, is accompanied by a picture of a white male soldier in 

uniform, possibly carrying a firearm.  The soldier’s eyes stare at a section of the creed 

that stands out because it is in white lettering against the black background, in contrast to 

the yellow lettering of the rest of the text:  

I will always place the mission first.   

I will never accept defeat.   

I will never quit.   

I will never leave a fallen comrade.  

The combination of the soldier’s gaze with these words highlighted in white text has the 

effect of making it seem as though the soldier is thinking of this section of the text.  

 This white section of text is called the “Warrior ethos statement” (Burlas) and is 

one of the many recent revisions to the Soldier’s Creed.  Comparing the text of the new 
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creed with the old creed underscores the focus on violence in the new version.  The text 

of the old creed reads:    

I am an American Soldier.   

I am a member of the United States Army -- a protector of the greatest 

nation on earth.   

Because I am proud of the uniform I wear, I will always act in ways 

creditable to the military service and the nation it is sworn to guard.   

I am proud of my own organization.   

I will do all I can to make it the finest unit in the Army.   

I will be loyal to those under whom I serve.   

I will do my full part to carry out orders and instructions given to me or 

my unit.   

As a soldier, I realize that I am a member of a time-honored profession—

that I am doing my share to keep alive the principles of freedom for which 

my country stands.   

No matter what the situation I am in, I will never do anything, for 

pleasure, profit, or personal safety, which will disgrace my uniform, my 

unit, or my country.   

I will use every means I have, even beyond the line of duty, to restrain my 

Army comrades from actions disgraceful to themselves and to the 

uniform.   

I am proud of my country and its flag.   
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I will try to make the people of this nation proud of the service I represent, 

for I am an American Soldier. (U.S. Army) 

In the old version of the creed, the concept of pride—pride in one’s uniform, pride in the 

country and flag, pride in one’s organization—is central, and the creed explicitly focuses 

on restraint and self-control in the service of the country.  What is not explicitly 

emphasized is national service as a warrior/killer.  The speaker of the old creed is 

subservient to the country and the organization that she belongs to.  Dependent clauses  

such as "Because I am proud of the uniform I wear," and "As a soldier," create an indirect 

tone that is passive in comparison to the tone of the new creed. 

 For many audiences today, reading the old version of the creed no doubt brings up 

the U.S. Army’s prisoner abuse scandal at Abu Ghraib.  To “restrain [one’s] Army 

comrades from actions disgraceful to themselves and to the uniform" in the context of 

Abu Ghraib would have meant for soldiers to restrain those who participated in the abuse, 

and the concept of disgracing the Army and disgracing the uniform were commonly 

heard during the news coverage of the abuses and the trials.     

The new version of the Creed was approved on November 24, 2003 (Kimbrell) to 

reflect changes in the military toward an emphasis on what the Army calls “Warrior 

ethos” (Burlas).   This “Warrior ethos statement” is part of the Army’s efforts to move 

Army soldiers toward a “warrior mindset,” according to Brig. Gen. Benjamin C. 

Freakley, the chief of Infantry and the commanding general at Fort Benning (Burlas).  

Freakley explains in a March, 2004 article published by the Army News Service that the 

goal of the Army is to get soldiers to think of themselves as warriors rather than as cooks, 
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infantrymen, and postal clerks.  He wants Army soldiers to think of themselves as 

“warriors and members of a team,” despite coming from diverse backgrounds.  He also 

explains that the goal is to change the culture of the Army so that soldiers “examine 

[their] beliefs from a warrior’s perspective,” and to make sure that the Army “produces 

and retains Soldiers of value to the nation” (Burlas).  This shift to the “warrior 

perspective” coincides with the beginning of the U.S. war in Iraq, and reflects the 

military’s focus on fighting rather than more mundane duties of maintaining an armed 

force.   

In fact, the Warrior Ethos statement (the white section of the Creed that appears in 

the second recruiting brochure), which first appeared in Army training manuals in 1999 

(LaMotte), is part of a changing attitude within the military to shift soldiers’ self-concept 

from that of a member of the army with a specific job, to that of a warrior, or one who 

engages in war, above all other identities. The Creed was incorporated into official Army 

doctrine and practice when it was published in the 2005 edition of the FM-1, one of the 

Army’s two capstone documents (Army News Service).  In the Field Manual (FM) 7-1, 

the following explanation of the Warrior Ethos is given:  

Warrior ethos compels soldiers to fight through all conditions to victory 

no matter how much effort is required. It is the soldier’s selfless 

commitment to the nation, mission, unit, and fellow soldiers. It is the 

professional attitude that inspires every American soldier. Warrior ethos is 

grounded in refusal to accept failure. It is developed and sustained through 
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discipline, commitment to the Army values, and pride in the Army’s 

heritage.  (LaMotte)   

This explanation focuses on the nationalism of the statement.  However, the lines of the 

creed do not specifically mention country, nation, duty, pride, or patriotism.  The creed 

itself seems to be about self-control and denying selfish impulses or survival instincts that 

may occur when one is at war.  The focus on the “mission,” on perseverance, and on 

one’s “comrades” is in sharp contrast to the focus on the individual that we see in the 

other brochure.  It is also in contrast to the focus on career advancement that is 

emphasized elsewhere in the document.  Taken in the context of the rest of the Soldier’s 

Creed, the language describes denying one’s self: the next line of the creed is, “I am 

disciplined, physically and mentally tough, trained and proficient in my Warrior tasks and 

drills.”  These lines suggest a soldier, a man if we read in the context of the 

accompanying picture, who is almost a machine rather than a complex human.  Two lines 

down, the sentence reads, “I am an expert and I am a professional.”  A professional what, 

readers might ask?  The next line, “I stand ready to deploy, engage, and destroy the 

enemies of the United States of America in close combat,” suggests that this creed 

describes a professional killer.  This language reflects men who become killing machines 

such that have become popular in mainstream movies like The Terminator.  The image of 

the warrior that the new Soldier's creed conjures is one that draws on the culturally 

entrenched and normalized violence that Americans are used to seeing in television 

shows like Survivor and Fear Factor (Giroux 60).  Such an "ideology of hardness," 

originally described by Theodore Adorno, creates a "pathological relationship with the 
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body" and a tendency toward pain--in other words, a hyper-masculinity (Giroux 60).  

This pathology forms the cultural basis for the Warrior's Creed.   It also helps to explain 

the photographs Army soldiers such as Lindy England took of the Abu Ghraib prisoner 

abuse.  So while the old Creed might suggest a type of restraint that would have 

prevented the prisoner abuses, the new Creed suggests an attitude that may contribute to 

such violence. 

 As we learned from the news coverage of the trials of former soldier Lindy 

England and others involved, the abuses were the result of a chain of actions by several 

soldiers, including those who were in charge of England and the other soldiers who 

policed Abu Ghraib prison.  Yet, the old version of the creed implies individual power 

and individual responsibility in a soldier’s action and principles.  In this sense, the old 

and new versions of the creed are similar: they both focus on individual action and 

agency.  The old version does so through phrases such as, “I will always act in ways 

creditable to the military service and the nation it is sworn to guard” and “No matter what 

the situation I am in, I will never do anything, for pleasure, profit, or personal safety, 

which will disgrace my uniform, my unit, or my country.”  The new version indexes 

individual agency through phrases such as, “I will never quit.  /I will never leave a fallen 

comrade,” and “I always maintain my arms, my equipment, and myself.”  The difference 

in the two creeds lies in the use of that agency: one impels soldiers toward moral 

discipline in the service of respectability, and one impels soldiers toward physical 

discipline in the service of war.  We can look at these two versions of restraint as two 

facets of the masculinity that was emphasized at the turn of the century, each brought up 
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in a different context for a different audience.  These two versions of the creed are 

examples of masculinity marketed for two different audiences.   

 

4.4 Other Differences  

The second site within these documents where we encounter different 

constructions of nationalism is a photograph on the left-hand page under the section 

“Officer Opportunities.”  As with the text throughout the brochure after the inside cover, 

the text is the same in both versions of the brochure.  The photograph that accompanies 

the “Soldier’s Creed” version shows three soldiers standing in dress uniforms with an 

American flag flying behind them.  The first soldier on the left is a blonde female, the 

soldier in the middle, who is the tallest, is a black male, and the soldier on the right is 

brown-skinned and may be Hispanic or Asian.  They wear serious expressions, and we 

see from their insignia that they are officers.  Their heads are held high,  and they look 

into the distance.  While the text does not say that anyone of any race or gender can 

become an officer, the photograph sends this message.   

 The photograph that accompanies the same text in the “Army of One” brochure is 

quite different.  Here we see a tall, smiling white male soldier in dress uniform looking 

down his shoulder as a shorter smiling white woman in street clothes adjusts a pin on his 

epaulat.  It’s difficult to tell the woman’s age from the photograph; she could be his 

mother, wife, or sister, though her role is customary of a new officer's wife.  The woman 

wears a pastel blue shirt, which appears soft against the dark loden green of the soldier’s 

uniform.  This contrast, along with the contrast in the heights of the soldier and the 
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woman, visually places power and masculinity with the male soldier and places weakness 

and nurturing feminity with the female.  In addition to emphasizing the power differences 

between the two subjects, the photograph suggests that male officers will garner the 

adulation and attention of the opposite sex due to their prestige. 

 The inclusion of women in the "Army of One" brochure points to what Amy 

Kaplan describes as the double meaning of domestic "that links the space of the familial 

household to that of the nation, by imagining both in opposition to everything outside the 

geographic and conceptual border of the home" (25). While Kaplan historicizes 

domesticity in the context of mid-nineteenth-century Manifest Destiny, her theory is 

useful because the contemporary Army brochure draws from this concept which is etched 

in the national imagination as a residue from that earlier historical moment.  The women 

in the brochure are not only in subordinate roles, but roles that emphasize the homefront, 

which the men are protecting and the women are keeping when the men are away.  In 

Kaplan's analysis, domesticity emphasizes the separation of female and male spaces, with 

the home as a "bounded and rigidly ordered interior space" as distinct from the 

"boundless and undifferentiated space of an infinitely expanding frontier" (25).  This 

distinction is recalled in the Army brochure, playing on national imagination of the role 

of women as keepers of the home and men as venturing out of the home and country to 

new territory.           

 The distinction between the two photographs—one showing men and women, 

people of color and whites, as equal, and the other showing a white man as the most 

powerful, also reflects the distinction between the two brochures.  The “Soldier’s Creed” 
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brochure appeals to pride, toughness, and independence, and the photograph of the three 

soldiers who have achieved officer status reflects those qualities.  We see no parents, 

wives, or other family in this photograph—it suggests that becoming an officer would be 

important to one’s self, a matter of individual pride.  The photograph in the other 

brochure shows a reader what it looks like to be respected in the context of one’s family 

and community.  This photograph supports the idea of an individual becoming someone 

great—the bootstraps story.  While members of the bourgeoisie join the military, the 

assumption behind this marketing is that women and people of color only join the 

military if they come from disadvantage and want to raise their socioeconomic position.   

 The third difference between the two brochures underlines the patterns I have 

described above.  In the section “Maximizing Your Future in An Army of One,” in the 

“Soldier’s Creed” brochure, we see behind some text a faint photograph of men running 

together in Army jogging suits.  One man in front carries a long flag pole (presumably 

with a flag on top outside of the frame).  All of the men appear white except for one black 

man in the back.   This photograph mirrors the others in terms of including people of 

color, although in this case, the presence of a person of color is more subdued than in 

other photographs.  In the “Army of One” brochure, we see a single black man running in 

an Army sweatsuit.  We can see that it is cold because he wears gloves and a hat.  The 

photo is partially blurred by his movement, and the blurring suggests that he is running at 

a fast pace.  In the context of the bootstraps story of personal transformation, this picture 

conjures images of any number of movies of personal physical transformation in the 
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tradition of Rocky and The Last Samurai.  The presence of a black man in this role 

suggests to readers that people of color can participate in this story of transformation.    

     

4.5 Conclusions about Masculinist Nationalism, and Comparisons to Earlier forms 
of Masculinist Nationalism 
 

Whereas Roosevelt attended Boy Scout jamborees and published the accounts of 

his own masculine, colonial adventures, today’s military recruitment is a product of 

media that exists separately from direct national action/statements by the president.  The 

Army advertising campaigns come from powerful advertising offices, and are carefully 

calculated to persuade target demographics, as the Army's advertising director, Col. 

Nickerson, points out: “This [recruiting] is based on research, qualitative and 

quantitative, that we apply to all of the work that we do . . .  It truly is a business process 

using the best practices of corporate America to make an informed business decision”  

(O’Brien).   

The current “Army of One” advertising campaign, in some of its print documents, 

de-emphasizes the physical risk involved with military service, and emphasizes physical 

strength in others.  Service during Roosevelt’s time was clearly tied to being able to 

handle physical risk and trials.  Masculinity, as it was portrayed rhetorically through the 

Boy Scouts and military at that time, was an effort to make white men more physically 

able defenders of the nation.  Today, however, there is an equal emphasis is on personal 

economic gain.  While the physical side is emphasized in some recruiting approaches 

such as the presence of Hummers at recruiting sites, such use of masculine rhetoric exists 

more as nostalgia or popular culture than a message about national physical fitness.  The 
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Hummer, in fact, is also part of a message of economic success.  Certainly it is tied to the 

current SUV obsession of conspicuous consumption.  One exception to the focus on 

economic gain is the wartime changes in the Army's Soldier's Creed.  These changes 

seem to be a corrective or preventive measure against soldiers getting "soft" in the face of 

combat, particularly when we take into account Army officers' explanations for why the 

creed has changed, as I have noted above.   

During the 1916 advertising campaign to recruit men for WWI, bravery and virtue 

were the reasons offered for joining the military.  This campaign helped make 

conscription successful under the Selective Service Act of 1917, and "helped create a 

climate that forestalled the type of draft riots that had accompanied the Civil War” 

(O’Brien).   

Earlier forms of masculinist nationalism that call on bravery, virtue, and brute 

force exist today.  Yet, when we look at the Abu Ghraib prisoner abuse scandal, we see 

that national narratives today are complicated in new ways.  For example, while the 

traditional narrative of masculine nationalism relied upon women as reproducers, 

protectors of the home, or victims, Lindy England was a female soldier who represented 

none of those roles in the current national narrative.   

 During the Progressive Era (which was the focus of my second chapter), trade 

unions helped to bolster white male power alongside the ideal of masculinity by 

advocating on behalf of white male workers.  In fact, unionized workers posed a threat to 

middle and upper class males, a threat that precipitated the push toward national 
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masculinity in the form of physical education programs, the YMCA, and so on.28  

However, trade unions have lost significant power due to flexible accumulation and along 

with them, white males have lost economic power.29  As David Harvey notes,  

[w]hile it is true that the declining significance of union power has 

reduced the singular power of white male workers in monopoly sector 

markets, it does not follow that those excluded from those labour markets, 

such as blacks, women, ethnic minorities of all kinds, have achieved 

sudden parity (except in the sense that many traditionally privileged white 

male workers have been marginalized alongside them). (152) 

So we have a crisis in masculinity among working- and middle-class males now, rather 

than middle- and upper-class white males as happened at the turn of the twentieth 

century.  And rather than replacing white males, women and minorities have instead 

become even more vulnerable.  Whereas the story of national masculinity was supported 

by the working roles of white men during the first half of the twentieth century, those 

working roles have to a significant extent been replaced by women as dispensable, 

flexible labor (Harvey 153).  This is especially emphasized when corporations take 

production overseas and employ women in developing countries in low-wage jobs with 

little security.  With women at more than forty percent of the labor market in the United 

States, work is no longer a marker of masculinity as it once was.  

                                                           
28 See my chapter 2 for more analysis. 
29 Flexible accumulation is characterized by relatively high levels of unemployment due to downsizing, 
"rapid destruction and reconstruction of skills, modest (if any) gains in the real wage, [. . .] and the rollback 
of trade union power--one of the political pillars of the Fordist regime." (Harvey 147, 150). 
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 As manufacturing has moved outside of the United States, the focus of the job 

market within the country has shifted to information.  The problems with military 

recruiting have been that 1) young people no longer have the idea of service to one's 

country as an intrinsic part of masculinity; 2) men's work has shifted to controlling 

information, computer work, and so on; and 3) young men no longer have the luxury of 

joining the military for a couple of years before they begin their careers.  They are now 

encouraged by "influencers" to attend college in order to train for a career, because 

without a college education, it is difficult for people to get jobs.  So masculinity no longer 

influences nationalism in terms of physical signs like joining the military.  However, 

images of masculinity are still present in the national imagination and can be used as 

marketing tools when needed by the military or advertisers generally.   

The U.S. Army's advertising campaigns are a good example of how masculinity 

has changed to accommodate the changing context in which national masculinity 

functions.  Advertisements that have focused on physical prowess have changed to make 

way for ads that focus instead on job skills and pleasing parents.30  The military has put a 

lot of money into researching what will influence young men and women, and have come 

up with advertising campaigns that will address those things.  Some of the same elements 

of masculinity are present today in the military recruiting rhetoric that were present at the 

turn of the century in masculinist national rhetoric.  However, today, late capitalism has 

changed the milieu in which national masculinity exists.  Old images of physical 

                                                           
30 While the U.S. Army's television commercial campaigns are beyond the scope of my analysis in this 
chapter, they are perhaps the best example of the Army's appeal to parents or "influencers."  Several 
commercials for the "Army of One" campaign have focused on young adults of color talking with parents 
about how the Army will provide skills training and financial support for college. 
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masculinity exist reside today within the context of advertising and the national 

consciousness; however, contemporary masculinity does not function as the national 

justification for white, bourgeois supremacy that pervaded the turn of the twentieth 

century.  
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CHAPTER 5:  CONCLUSION AND POSSIBILITIES 

 

I have argued in the previous chapters that rhetorics of masculinity, while 

consistently present, have changed shape as capitalism has advanced during the twentieth 

century.  While I have not attempted a linear historical coverage of this phenomenon, I 

have presented some important interceding historical moments at which the rhetoric of 

national manhood has responded to the crises that have resulted from capitalism and its 

related globalization, imperialism, and neo-imperialism.  Consistently, the rhetoric of 

nationalism has relied upon enthymemes and commonplaces that construct gender, 

sexuality, race, and class in binary terms, encompassing place as well as identity in 

metaphors of domesticity, nature, evolution, character, and success.   

In chapter two, I argued that capitalism at the turn of the twentieth century created 

a crisis in manhood because the competition inherent in capitalism opposed the myth of 

national brotherhood.  The rhetoric of masculinity developed as a cover for this 

competition: by mythologizing a fraternity of white men who belonged by virtue of their 

natural evolution, white middle-class men could imagine that they represented the nation 

and therefore deserved to defend their hegemonic position against threats from men of 

color, working-class men, and all women.  The BSA formed as a product of this rhetoric 

and a producer.  While its history is typically told in the terms of mythological 

masculinity, accounts show a history of struggle between the BSA and organizations like 

labor unions, as well as struggle within the organization over issues like militarism.  
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In chapter three, I argued that Reagan’s rhetoric of the nation provided a new turn 

in the construction of national masculinity.  By emphasizing marketplace competition as 

a quintessential component of American citizenship and patriotism in his rhetoric of 

American change, Reagan redefined national manhood as capitalist.  This emphasis 

appears in both of his inaugural addresses. 

In the fourth chapter, I argued that while masculinist nationalism is still present in 

national rhetoric, it has changed rhetorically in response to changing national needs and 

economic and neo-imperial goals.   Today, it functions as a marketing tool that 

emphasizes personal economic gain, and is applied to men of all colors in the United 

States (in fact, particular attention is given to Latino and Chicano men in Army recruiting 

goals).  While women are part of the contemporary discourse, their representations in 

recruiting documents serve to emphasize the domestic function of the nation, even as they 

are conceived of in military roles. 

The matrix of identity, sexuality, and material reality in nationalism presents 

countless problems for rhetoricians, and there remain many sites related to this 

dissertation to which rhetorical analysis could be applied.  One is the Girl Scouts.  James 

E. West was opposed to the Girl Scouts calling themselves by that name, arguing that 

“scouting” was not an appropriate endeavor for girls (though he was not opposed to an 

organization that would prepare girls for eventual domestic arts) (Rowan 70).  In 

opposing the Girl Scouts, he said, "girls should be brought up so as to be willing to be 

home makers" (Rowan 69).  He favored the Camp Fire Girls instead.  Luther Gulick, the 

organizer of the Campfire Girls, told his organizing committee, "To copy the Boy Scout 
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movement would be utterly and fundamentally evil, and would probably produce 

ultimately a moral and psychological involution which is the last thing in the world that 

any of us want.  We hate manly women and womanly men, but we all do love to have a 

woman who is thoroughly womanly" (Rowan 69).  The construction of femininity by the 

Girl Scouts and other organizations for girls, the relationship between hegemonic 

masculinity and organizations for women, and the relationship between such 

organizations and discourses of evolution are rich areas for analyzing U.S. nationalism.    

Also meriting analysis is the history of the growth and influence of the BSA in the 

southern United States among black boys and in U.S. urban communities of color such as 

Harlem in the north.  While the BSA purported to be free of racial prejudice, and did 

officially allow anyone to become a member regardless of race, James E. West advised 

BSA leaders to follow local practices, effectively advocating segregation in the Jim Crow 

southern states through the BSA.  West wrote, "There [is] no necessity whatever of the 

New Orleans Boy Scouts admitting negro boys into their ranks.  The negro interests in 

the Boy Scout movement could be handled in the same way as [Louisiana] handle[s] the 

public schools in the south, that is, providing separate schools, teachers, and 

administration" (Rowan 49).  As a result, black chapters emerged in the south separate 

from white chapters, and operated under a somewhat different discursive foundation than 

the white chapters.  While white middle-class men encouraged boyhood qualities such as 

"competition, mischievousness, combativeness, and an ersatz savagery" because such 

qualities were seen to lead to strong manhood, black middle-class men approached the 

construction of their manhood differently because of the history of racism in the United 
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States (Summers 126).  White men purposely conflated boyhood and adulthood for 

themselves; however, the imagined line between boyhood and manhood always had been 

blurred for black men in the United States because of their social and economic 

subordination.  Martin Summers writes, "With black boys being forced to enter an adult's 

world—even as adolescence was increasingly being identified by educators and 

psychologists as an essential phase of the life cycle—and black men consistently being 

treated as anything but social adults, the distinction between manhood and boyhood 

became all the more important" (Summers 127).  Black men's and boys' organizations, 

accordingly, acted to emphasize the distinction between boyhood and manhood.  The role 

of the BSA in black communities parallels that in white communities in the sense that it 

provides “character training” for boys, and helps define the role of boys within a larger 

community and nation.  However, because “character” in the mainstream discourse is 

typically a metaphor for white and middle-class values, character training in the context 

of black boys represents a counter-narrative that warrants further research and analysis.   

The role of the media in creating images and rhetorics of nationalism and 

masculinity is another problem that arises from the relationship between masculinity and 

the nation.  Giroux notes that the interplay between masculinity and the media has 

resulted in an increased focus on violence and essentially inured us to the kinds of 

violence we learn about in the U.S. war in Iraq, particularly in the case of the abuses 

committed by U.S. soldiers at Abu Ghraib prison (60).  From news coverage to reality 

television, American media culture participates in the construction of masculinity and the 

implementation of dominant rhetorics of masculinity.  The role of the media in the 
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construction of national masculinity rhetoric is one of the many areas that this 

dissertation points to for further research. 

 As I elaborated in chapter one, the work of this dissertation is part of a much 

larger conversation about national rhetoric.  In this contribution, I hope to have 

emphasized the role of history in current national masculinist rhetoric, as well as the 

importance of a detailed reading of language.        
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