
The best feminist work ensures that research is grounded in women’s 
experiences, considers the power relations between researchers and re-
searched, and works towards the elimination of patriarchal oppression.2 
While these ideals are evident in most feminist studies, for more than 
three decades now scholars have also debated what the “linguistic turn” 
means for exploring the past lives of women. Oral historians of women 
have welcomed but also wrestled with post-structuralist assertions that 
gender is a question of language to be subjectively deconstructed within 
local contexts.3 Feminists working from a materialist position – pio-
neers of women’s oral history – have challenged many aspects of this 
“turn” in scholarship. Many of them insist that an examination of eco-
nomic conditions, both domestic and industrial, that uncover definable 
and generalizable principles of gender hierarchy must be the foundation 
of historical inquiry, including work stemming from oral sources.4 While 
these are crude depictions of what are diverse theoretical camps, feminist 
oral historians must deal with the inherent tensions produced between 
post-structuralism and materialism.5 

As I began my doctoral research on Canadian women teachers in post– 
Second World War schools in 2002 – a project that relied heavily on oral 
histories – I was fully immersed in postmodern questions of narrative 
deconstruction, subjectivity, and identity politics. And then I read Joan 
Sangster’s work in which she warns oral historians about the dangers 
of post-structuralism’s practice of emphasizing “form over context, of 
stressing deconstruction of individual narratives over analysis of social 
patterns, of disclaiming our duty as historians to analyze and interpret 
women’s stories.”6 While I heeded her concerns, I wondered if mater-
ialism was not equally dangerous for interpreting women’s narratives, 
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given the propensity to impose narratives that define power as objective, 
economic, and unified. As I began the interviewing process, I needed to 
answer the question of how each of these frameworks might shape my 
readings of women teachers’ oral histories. Would a feminist reading of 
oral histories benefit from a post-structuralist or materialist analysis? In 
this chapter I argue that an analysis of oral histories benefits from en-
gaging with the productive tensions between feminist post-structuralism 
and materialism. In this, I join feminist scholars, many outside of oral his-
tory, who have explicitly countered the fragmentation of these theories.7 
I demonstrate how feminists working in the field of oral history may rec-
oncile concerns for structural equality with questions of discursive power 
and may examine women’s political agency within hierarchies of identi-
fication. It is this interpretive lens, as Marjorie Theobald explains, that 
will encourage feminist oral historians to work within layers of narrative, 
rather than beyond them,8 thereby sharing in the goal of de-normalizing 
patriarchal representations of the past.

Drawing upon examples from my research on women teachers’ oral 
histories, I explore three key interpretive concepts for oral historians: 
knowledge, discourse, and identity.9 While these terms are interrelated, 
I treat them separately here for the sake of clarity. The first section ad-
dresses knowledge, or the assertions of “truth” that oral historians can 
draw from women teachers’ representations of the past. Many post- 
structuralist feminists assert that oral historians can reveal multiple truths 
about intersectional oppressions in history by paying close attention to 
how interviewees organize their narratives. Materialist feminists have 
questioned the political efficacy of seeking such truths and instead en-
courage oral historians to examine the gendered structures of power that 
are evident from narratives. The second concept is discourse, which in 
this case refers to teachers’ use of language to explain their occupational 
identities. While feminist post-structuralists exploring oral histories 
tend to focus on the power of language, materialist feminists stress that 
discourse is fashioned by the structural parameters of a given time and 
place. My third section addresses women teachers’ identity constructions. 
Post-structuralist feminists are attentive to women’s individual narratives 
in order to reject the imposition of “Woman.” In contrast, materialist 
feminists emphasize efforts to understand women as a group, defined ac-
cording to social patterns of patriarchy and informed by class relations. 
The tensions between these feminist frameworks should not be – nor can 
they be – simply combined by scholars.10 Rather, the potential of women’s 
oral history is found between these theoretical traditions, where truths 
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are located within the structural limits of their construction, language as 
a path to historical experience is understood in relation to material life, 
and questions about the self are inextricable from social and political life. 

THE TRUTHS OF WOMEN’S STORIES

As Luisa Passerini argues, oral histories are revelations of truths, but “it 
is up to the interpreter to discover in which sense, where, for what pur-
pose.”11 When considering what historical evidence oral histories reveal, 
post-structuralist feminists focus on knowledge production, or the pro-
cess through which interviewees make sense of their lives. Narratives 
are treated as linguistic constructions which, being open to multiple in-
terpretations, provide evidence of how people conceptualize their past 
experiences. Life as text, as argued by Jacques Derrida, emphasizes that 
there is no clear window into the inner life of a person, because the view 
is always filtered through the glaze of language and processes of signifi-
cation.12 Post-structuralists emphasize that the knowledge gained from 
oral histories is thus always a fluctuating truth that exists within the layers 
of life as it happens, life as it is told by the subject, and life as narrative 
interpreted by the historian.13 The role of the oral historian is not to pro-
vide the facts of the past, even if this were possible; rather it is to analyze 
the way historical knowledge is created through people’s discourses and 
informed by subject locations. 

Approaching oral histories as such a text has led to the re-conceptual-
ization of many fields of study, including my work on women teachers. 
Educational historians have traditionally written about the conditions of 
women’s work requiring factory-like labour, constrained by such factors as 
prescriptive curricula and authoritarian administrators. My own research 
examines the costs for women of seemingly “democratic” reforms in To-
ronto and Vancouver secondary schools in the years following the Second 
World War.14 Although schools widened access, increased social services, 
and decentralized decision-making, these initiatives conformed to a con-
servative ideal of citizenship – white, Judeo-Christian, middle-class, and 
heterosexual – in an effort to restore a sense of “normality” following war. 
Women teachers were welcomed in schools to fill a labour shortage, but 
were included only insofar as they represented motherly guardians of a 
traditional social order. Women taught while men were given the power 
to manage.15 The women I interviewed brought forward an abundance of 
stories to illustrate the gender hierarchy of schools. For example, many 
women recalled that male veterans were quickly promoted to positions as 
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principals, and school officials insisted that all men who had been in ser-
vice be called by their ranks. The women characterized these men as “be-
nevolent dictators,” or as “military-like, who ran a tight ship.”16 Yet, when 
I asked explicitly about gender discrimination, almost all of the women 
denied its existence. How, I wondered, could they deny their oppression 
while detailing events to the contrary? Were they misremembering? 

While I wanted to hear about the ways in which gender oppression 
resulted from postwar education reforms, interviewees provided a more 
complex tale of the power relations that shaped their work. Kate Rous-
maniere contends that a richer picture of the history of teaching emerges 
from oral histories by looking “sideways into the picture presented … in 
order to identify teachers’ motivations, feelings, and reactions.” 17 As I lis-
tened for a multiplicity of truths rather than for a single story, it became 
apparent that one of the reasons the women in my study did not name 
sexism was that they were able to work within patriarchal structures to 
assume a measure of authority. Many of the women told me that a post-
war militaristic rank provided a clarity of work conditions that was quietly 
negotiable. They argued, for example, that a firm pecking order let them 
know where they stood and often translated into greater control over their 
own students; they were the commanders of their classrooms and thus 
determined curriculum content, even finding ways to teach subversive 
lessons about Communism and use “blacklisted” textbooks.18 Some also 
added, as Donna Weber said in a hushed tone” “we just laughed – ‘squad-
ron leader what’s his name.’”19 

I began to recognize more of women’s informal authority when I read 
their oral histories for clues, patterns, and themes, embracing conflicting 
truths about how teachers understood and acted upon their surround-
ings. Such a conceptual stance, influenced by post-structuralism, rejects 
an empiricist view of the past as objectively fixable through the scientific 
pursuit of facts.20 This approach is critical for feminist scholars because 
it undermines traditionally male-based scientific claims to knowledge or 
knowing, including biological determinism of gender disparities. At the 
same time, however, this framework rejects attempts by feminist empiri-
cists to re-inscribe objectivist notions of “Woman.”21 And here is where 
materialist feminists provide an important note of caution. Acceptance, 
or in some case suspicion, of all truth claims is politically untenable for 
a feminist agenda that seeks political reform. Roberta Spalter-Roth and 
Heidi Hartmann, for instance, are critical of any feminist epistemological 
position that does not claim scientific credibility and generalizability. 
Without such evidence, they argue, feminists would be discredited in 
policy debates and unable to actualize their goals for political reform.22 
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If considering materialists’ calls for a strong political agenda and 
post-structuralists’ calls to respect women’s many truths, the seduction 
for some oral historians could be to write a descriptive story that privil-
eges the seemingly transparent knowledge of women – a “let the stories 
speak for themselves” approach.23 To take this approach is to misinterpret 
the idea, articulated by Paul Thompson, that “transforming the ‘objects’ 
of study into ‘subjects,’ makes for a history which is not just richer, more 
vivid and heartrending, but truer.”24 If I were to valorize women teach-
ers by letting them tell their stories unmediated, then their oral histories 
would be reduced to reminiscences or personal anecdotes. More prob-
lematic, I could unwittingly depict these women’s narratives as a form of 
constrained consciousness that confirms conservative rhetoric of teach-
ers’ apolitical subjectivities. Instead, I needed to privilege the truths pro-
vided by women teachers’ oral histories – evidence unavailable in archival 
sources – but still treat memory as an unstable basis for knowledge about 
the past. 25 Only through respectful skepticism of narratives may I explore 
the ways in which these women teachers’ oral histories might destabilize 
patriarchal tropes about schooling. 

Donna Haraway argues that relativism is the “perfect mirror twin of 
totalization in the ideologies of objectivity; both deny the stakes of lo-
cation, embodiment, and partial perspective; both make it impossible to 
see well.”26 To escape the respective traps of relativism (associated with 
post-structuralism) and totalization (associated with materialism), Hara-
way re-articulates feminists’ conception of objectivity as situated know-
ledge. She argues that embedded, active, partial visions of the world, 
rather than transcendence, make up our individual knowledge. This, she 
asserts, is the legitimate way of seeing. By embracing situated knowing, 
such objectivity enables feminist researchers to communicate generaliz-
able, yet complex, evidence that could lead to real change for women.27 
For oral historians to see partial perspectives as substantive evidence, as 
Haraway encourages, it is imperative to acknowledge that oral histories 
are productions. Leslie Bloom argues that feminist researchers provide 
the most illuminating illustration of meaning making in history when 
they show a genuine respect for a subject’s right to define her own history, 
but simultaneously recognize the explicit role of the researcher in the his-
tory constructed.28 

This is not a simple task. Oral historians wrestle with the power in-
equalities inherent in the interviewer-interviewee relationship, from the 
question-answer format to the interpretive process. Feminist oral histor-
ians across theoretical traditions have been at the forefront of the effort 
to redistribute power over meaning making, developing what Michael 
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Frisch calls a shared authority between interviewer and interviewee.29 
Such strategies include treating the interview as a conversation, asking 
subjects to review transcripts, and collaborating in publications.30 My 
interviews were admittedly research-centred, based on a predefined in-
terpretive framework, and without formative consultation. This was, in 
part, due to a graduate student timeline and the hamstrings of univer-
sity ethics requirements.31 According to Kathryn Anderson and Dana 
Jack, such an approach means that “I am already appropriating what she 
says to an existing schema, and therefore I am no longer really listening 
to her.”32 This was evident from two interviews I conducted with Hazel 
Chong. Hazel repeatedly expressed a desire to know if she was the first 
Chinese-Canadian to teach in a public secondary school. Whether she 
was the first was less important to me than tracing the manifestations of 
Anglo-Canadian racism and gender in postwar schools. But Hazel was 
not interested in being remembered as a trail-blazing minority educator; 
she presented what seemed like rehearsed stories of her successful home 
economics teaching in which she was able to, as she put it, “white her-
self ” for a June Cleaver–like image.33 Why did Hazel actively seek to be 
remembered as a pioneer in teaching yet recount a narrative of accom-
modation to Anglo-Celtic, patriarchal ideals of postwar citizenship? Was 
this life narrative shaped by my status as a white, Anglo-Celtic, female? 
Was this a happy ending to a difficult life story, informed with insights of 
second-wave feminism and official multiculturalism? 

While my role and the context in which this oral history was produced 
cannot be ignored, Karen Olsen and Linda Shopes argue that academics 
may actually overestimate their importance in the interview process. They 
write: “If we define the terms of inquiry by asking the questions, they 
[interviewees] also define it by answering the questions as they wish.”34 
In the act of oral history telling, participants perform stories for their own 
purposes.35 After rereading interview transcripts, it became clearer that 
Hazel had her own agenda that her carefully selected pictures, rehearsed 
stories, and silences would not let me ignore. As a local-born Chinese 
or tusheng woman, assimilating was a pioneering story. She was part of 
a generation that welcomed opportunities in an era that espoused racial 
“egalitarianism.”36 These were opportunities not free from discrimination, 
but free to perform normative citizenship – the white, Christian, nuclear 
family ideal – in newly opened spaces, including schools.37 

The process of interpreting Hazel’s story, and those of other women, 
reveals the false duality of imposing a research agenda on oral histories or 
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letting oral histories speak for themselves; and, likewise, of accepting all 
women’s truth claims or treating all oral histories with excessive skepti-
cism. Historical knowledge produced through oral histories is a reported 
discourse created by interviewees in particular contexts and analyzed 
within scholars’ own location and research frameworks. By laying bare 
their “objective” research lens, inseparable from the ways interviewees 
seek to construct their own life histories, oral historians of women can 
make significant claims to political truths about the gendered past.

DISCURSIVE MEANINGS OF WOMEN’S NARRATIVES

Feminist analysis of the knowledge created through oral history is directly 
related to debates about language versus structure. Post-structuralism 
privileges the role of signs and discourses to explain gender oppression. 
From this perspective, the literary devices that women teachers use to con-
struct their oral histories provide a window into what may have happened 
in the past. Michèle Barrett notes that post-structuralism challenges the 
ability of materialist feminism’s concentration on structural explanations, 
particularly economic conditions, to understand gender oppression.38 But 
materialist feminists provide a challenge of their own. They react against 
works, associated with post-structuralism, which describe women’s lives 
as floating above their contexts, rather than being embedded within 
them.39 An analysis of women teachers’ linguistic patterns provides his-
torical meaning only if they are contextualized by additional evidence 
about the women’s working conditions. Given the orality of oral history, 
few scholars in the field ignore the implications of language. The question 
that persists is: how does discourse relate to the material lives of women? 

An analysis of discourse, suggests Kathleen Casey, is an examination 
of the systems of “controlling metaphors, notions, categories and norms 
which develop and delimit the subjects’ conceptions and expressions of 
personal, work and social relations.”40 Seen this way, discourse is a way 
of perceiving women’s experiences as deeply embedded within compet-
ing forces in society. Mikhail Bakhtin argues that voices create structures 
through which the reality of a multitude of concrete worlds might be per-
ceived or discussed.41 The form and context of oral histories are thus in-
separable. Language is not synonymous with life, but language choices are 
grounded by and speak to lived experiences. In order to effectively read 
women teachers’ oral histories, then, I needed to be attentive to discourses 
and the material world of these texts. Oral historians in all fields must 
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read both for structure, or the experiences of the material world and the 
workings of it, and for culture, or the ways memories of events and ex-
periences are organized through language.42 

My study of women’s oral histories applied these simultaneous read-
ings. Particularly illustrative of this approach is my interpretation of 
women’s perceptions of postwar professionalism.43 I was initially sur-
prised that women did not use words like nurturing or caring to describe 
the qualities of a good teacher; after all, postwar edicts required that they 
replicate the nuclear family model, inclusive of demure, motherly behav-
iours. Other studies on women teachers, notably the work of Richard 
Quantz, note, on the contrary, that interviewees draw upon familial meta-
phors to describe school life, including mother-student relationships and 
father-figures for administrators.44 Not only were such familial references 
missing from the women’s oral histories in my study, but the interviewees 
actively rejected any imposition of such characterizations in my line of 
questioning. Instead, the women chose words that portrayed their profes-
sional selves as disengaged scholars and technicians for student achieve-
ment. Fran Thompson, for example, said that women, like all high school 
teachers, “loved their subject … [it] never occurred to them that they had 
to know anything about their students.”45 Archival research helped to 
explain these women’s discursive constructions: educational officials ac-
cused women of lacking professional commitment as a result of their sup-
posed sociable and irrational dispositions, and espoused misgivings about 
their capabilities for the scientific knowledge necessary in this space-race 
era. Women teachers’ narratives reflect their efforts to cast themselves as 
much-admired rational, detached professionals and thus claim legitimacy 
within the public world of postwar secondary schools – an entitlement 
bestowed on men by virtue of their sex. 

Materialist feminists could rightfully question whether such discursive 
authority merely affected the subjective worlds of these women without 
any change to their material realities. Admittedly, the extent to which 
each woman was able to reject familial metaphors, or adopted the lan-
guage of masculinist professionalism, directly related to her material 
reality. Women who held graduate degrees, taught in male-dominated 
subject areas, and/or were heads of departments fiercely refused the lan-
guage of traditional femininity and made strong claims to rationality. For 
other women, who did not hold a degree, took crash summer courses to 
become teachers, and/or returned to teaching after children, claims to 
a masculinist image of professionalism were hard put. The narratives of 
those women were dominated rather by a language of survival. Phoebe 
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McKenzie stated, “There was a strain on me. I knew I had to prove myself,” 
and Muriel Fraser described her career as “managing to survive.”46 Inter-
viewees were fully aware that major social movements against gender dis-
crimination took place after the post–Second World War era. 

It would be a mistake, however, to dismiss women’s expressions of em-
powerment as lacking concrete effects on their work. For example, Sophie 
Canning, a lesbian who was not out during this period in her life, de-
scribed her teaching self, in terms similar to those of many of the other 
interviewees, as emotionally detached from students. But for Sophie, 
unlike the other women, the implication of displaying affection for her 
female physical education students was ominous. Women who “refused to 
organize their private lives and sexuality around a man” were considered 
by postwar psychologists to be mentally unstable, a danger to the nation, 
and certainly unfit to teach.47 When asked about her sexual identity, she 
stated: “I would not tolerate it; [homosexuality] was a terrible word.”48 
Sophie’s construction of her professionalism was “real” both discursively 
and materially; it enabled her to keep her job and claim a successful career 
in her life history. 

These examples demonstrate that attention to discourse assists oral 
historians to understand not only how women construct themselves but 
also how dominant discourses, shaped by institutional structures, define 
women’s narratives. While this is evident from what interviewees said 
(metaphors, analogies, word choices), equally revelatory is what was not 
said. Even after some sixty years from the period under study, some as-
pects of women’s histories needed to go unspoken. Sophie would not use 
the word homosexuality when referring to her teaching days. Catherine 
Darby whispered a cryptic story to me about threats during an anonym-
ous late night phone call because men felt “women were pushing for too 
much.”49 And when I asked Beverley Hurst if she had more decision- 
making powers than principals, she simply gave me a wry smile and 
pointed a finger at her own chest.50 Attention to silences, tone, pauses, 
and body language reveals as much about the culture of women’s work in 
postwar education as their choice of words. These devices speak directly 
to the vulnerabilities and difficult knowledge women remember from that 
era; postwar “democratic” reforms were founded upon a distinction be-
tween public and private spheres that made women, and those who did 
not prescribe to normative citizenship, a sideshow in the public world. 
Oral historians perpetuate the privatization of women’s words if discourse 
analysis is not an integral part of the transcription process. In an effort to 
ensure that interviews are intelligible and that interviewees are depicted 
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as intelligent, transcriptions – often by third parties – regularly remove or 
overlook devices such as digressions, pauses, and body language.51 It is 
warranted to eliminate “elements (such as repetitive false starts and mis-
statement of names and locations) that are part and parcel to any conver-
sation.”52 But transcription must include “various symbols and codes to 
represent inflection, intonation, pauses and other aspects of communica-
tion not represented by typing out the spoken word alone.”53 

As my research demonstrates, a study founded on an analysis of dis-
course or materialism could not possibly provide the fullest historical ex-
planation of women’s teaching lives, since the meaning of these concepts 
is defined in their relation to one another. Women’s narratives are embed-
ded within the historical and contemporary context of their lives. As such, 
their oral histories reveal the societal imperatives by which they organized 
their narratives as effective teachers, as well as the ways women manipu-
lated discourses to shape the structural parameters of their working lives. 
Women teachers’ literary devices – the spoken and the unspoken – are 
neither powerless nor all-powerful. Rather, their language is an active site 
of negotiation for researchers to explore women teachers’ subjectivities 
and material worlds (that is, factors such as gender, class, race, region, and 
workplace).

UNDERSTANDING WOMEN’S IDENTITY CONSTRUCTIONS

The question that remains is: what do women teachers’ oral histories, 
which are based on multiple truths and discourses, say about the women’s 
identities? How should feminist oral historians express women as his-
torical subjects? Post-structuralist feminists contend that scholars must 
give particular attention to individual narratives because each person 
has a unique identity composed of different social locations. Given the 
multiple subjectivities of each woman I interviewed – including sexual-
ity, race, socio-economic status, and much more – it would be impossible 
to present one picture of the “Woman” teacher in postwar Canada. Fem-
inist materialists raise concerns, however, that if the historical record is 
reduced to a series of individual life histories then larger commentaries 
on social patterns of women’s oppression may go silent. While feminist 
materialists acknowledge the intersectionality of oppression, they empha-
size an understanding of women’s solidarity. As a result of searching for 
similarities among interviewees’ narratives, I am able to speak to broader 
cultural and political agendas that have historically marginalized women 
teachers.
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Standpoint theorists offer feminist oral historians a rationale for gen-
eralizing findings from interviewees. Nancy Harstock contends that 
women as an oppressed group have a vision of society that is distinct 
from that of men.54 She argues that this vision, struggled for by women 
over time, needs to be privileged by researchers. Dorothy Smith refers to 
standpoint theory as a strategic research method that enables scholars 
to understand the ruling apparatuses that shape each woman’s everyday 
life.55 Smith and Harstock turn to a Marxist framework to escape what 
they see as post-structuralists’ endless categories, which ignore the “co-
ordering of actual activities,” or the patterns of women’s experiences and 
changes in women’s lives.56 My work privileges the unique commentary of 
women. And this commentary reveals many points of unity among their 
respective life histories. For example, all interviewees commented on the 
surveillance of women’s morality by postwar school officials.57 Karen Phil-
lips recalled an inspector telling “the French teacher that she hadn’t pow-
dered her nose; she should pay more attention to her appearance,” and 
Grace Logan remembered having to read for students “the little bit from 
the Bible … [about] what values there are to be expected in a woman.”58 
What emerged across oral histories was a “Woman” teacher who was pos-
itioned by officials as the angel, not a political agent, for citizenship.

Locating such solidarity among women’s life stories once again pro-
vides evidence of much-needed political efficacy for feminist research-
ers. But such solidarity has not been historically liberating for all women. 
Postcolonial feminists raise concerns that an “authentic womanhood” 
perpetuates imperialism.59 Who gets to stand for “Woman”? While the 
woman teacher was confined by the angel image, the effects of this image 
depended on her multiple subjectivities. Alma Erickson, a white, middle- 
class, heterosexual teacher, described with ease looking “neat and smart” 
because students “from the Indian reserve and those people down there 
didn’t have much money.”60 As a Chinese-Canadian, Hazel Chong had a 
more precarious status. She remembered a racist attack in which a stu-
dent yelled “I’m not gonna take anything from a goddamn Chinaman 
anymore!”61 If considering race alone then Hazel, unlike Alma, failed to 
embody ideal citizenship – the white, Woman teacher. This conclusion ig-
nores, however, the intersectionality of a woman’s identity. Chandra Mo-
hanty argues that a fixed identity continues to colonize the “Third World 
Woman” or the “Black Woman” according to White Western images of their 
powerlessness.62 She asserts that feminist researchers must be cautious 
that the “Woman” they identify does not simply reproduce the research-
ers’ vision of non-Western women’s cultures as statically “other.” Hazel 
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certainly was not powerless. Hazel drew upon her middle-class, hetero-
sexual status to construct a racialized identity that, as noted earlier, was 
exemplary of postwar femininity; students praised Hazel for her colour- 
matched outfits and fine sewing skills. In order to see the hierarchies of 
identification that define women, it is necessary to be attentive to the indi-
viduality and collectivity of women’s narratives.

Mikhail Bakhtin would argue that it is impossible to interpret oral hist-
ories otherwise, since individuals are relational beings. He contends that 
the notion of private, powerful selves separate from social selves is a myth. 
The self is defined in its encounter with the other; self-identity is a prod-
uct of social forces.63 Each oral history is not an individual narrative or a 
social story. Each oral history in my study is about a teaching self that is 
free and structured, personal and public, as well as internally and exter-
nally shaped. These relational dimensions became clear as I delved further 
into interviewees’ physical representation. I was surprised initially with 
how much women spoke about their choice of dress during their teaching 
days.64 They offered detailed accounts of shopping excursions with col-
leagues, and their favourite skirts. These choices were important to affirm 
the nuclear family ideal – in fact tight sweaters were deemed “disturbing 
for male students” and sheer nylon blouses were banned.65 By recognizing 
what Julie Cruikshank terms “the social life of stories,”66 it became evident 
how nationalist agendas were embodied by women’s presentation of self. 
What was revealed, as Michel Foucault writes, is “the point where power 
reaches into the very grain of individuals, touches their bodies and inserts 
itself into their actions, attitudes, their discourses, and everyday lives.”67

Yet, within their stories of dress, women presented themselves as au-
tonomous individuals, making personal choices about appearance. How 
could they recount stories of gender conformity and still claim profes-
sional autonomy? What seem like misnomers or contradictory depictions 
of self are what Kathleen Weiler refers to as “bad fits.”68 “Bad fits” are the 
very point at which a subject actively negotiates her concept of self in re-
lation to past and present society. While women often represented them-
selves as accommodating postwar edicts, “bad fits” in their narratives also 
showed how women crafted oppositional identities. Some women used 
their oral histories as a way to disclose or remake their identity. Mel-
anie Kilburn, for example, recounted what seemed like a rather generic 
tale of a girl fixated on a broken nail during a basketball game. She ad-
monished the student, saying: “How could you give a darn about your 
fingernail?” 69 Whether this event occurred as remembered is unclear but 
Melanie is representing her “self ” as a woman with contemporary fem-
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inist critiques of beauty standards. Sophie Canning’s narrative disclosed 
her lesbian identity in ways that were impossible in postwar years. Sophie 
characterized herself as having a “dress problem.” Unlike other women 
who wore a tunic to teach physical education, she wore pants: “long blue 
pants, fairly tight.” She framed her decision to wear pants as an act of re-
sistance, immediately commenting that she encouraged same-sex square 
dancing in her classes. Although she feared being “outed” at this time, she 
refused to have her historical identity as a teacher defined by hetero-social 
conformity. 

Women do not have a coherent self that moves through history with 
a single identity. Rather, the self is an unstable identity created through 
accommodation and resistance to the social systems in which it is em-
bedded both past and present. Women have the power to articulate a co-
herent identity, but it is for the oral historian to explain the formation 
of that identity as an ideological struggle for agency. Identity formation, 
then, needs to be deconstructed to understand common frameworks of 
women’s differentiated experiences. What it meant to be a woman teacher, 
and how that was defined according to each subject’s material needs and 
available languages, was the focus of my oral history research. In explor-
ing that meaning, I read women teachers’ oral histories as individual and 
social stories and for differentiation and solidarity. 

Feminist scholars of oral history must wrestle with the theoretical chal-
lenges posed by both feminist post-structuralism and feminist material-
ism. Post-structural analysis encourages oral historians to deconstruct 
narrative form and from that to locate the multiplicity and individuality 
of women’s life experiences. Feminist materialist insights are needed to 
focus oral historians on the way relations of power shape women’s hist-
ories and thus provide a place of solidarity from which to speak about 
gender.70 Approached as complementary rather than fragmenting, these 
theoretical frameworks provide oral historians with the tools to inter-
pret richer meanings from women’s narratives. A dual reading of women 
teachers’ oral histories enabled me to explore how national agendas and 
school structures limited women teachers’ claims to professionalism, 
while also demonstrating the ways in which women invoked or rejected 
cultural discourses, from motherhood to morality, to assert their author-
ity. Although these approaches are often contested within feminist theory, 
together their productive tensions provide a framework for “good” fem-
inist research in oral history – research that voices women’s historical ex-
periences in an effort to unsettle oppression. 
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