Contested Rosies:
Portrayals of Women Workers in WWII Magazine Advertisements




A senior thesis by:
Nicole Powers

who was advised by:
the wonderful Professor Nan Enstad

and supported by:
the generous Hilldale Fellowship for Undergraduate Research
the UW-Madison history department
and her amazing friends and family



Introduction

“Before the war my life was bridge and golf and clubs and children. When the war broke out,
my husband’s rubber matting business in Ohio had to close. I wanted to do something that I
thought was really vital. Building bombers was, so I answered an ad for Boeing. My mother was
horrified. My father was horrified too. He said, ‘You’ll never get along with the people you’ll
meet there.” My husband though it was utterly ridiculous. I had never worked. I didn’t” know
how to handle money, as he put it. They started me off in this huge tool room. Eventually I
became chief clerk of the tool room. I think I was the first woman chief clerk they had... Boeing
was a real education for me. It taught me a different way of life. My mother warned me when I
took the job. She said, ‘you will never want to go back to being a housewife.” At that time [
didn’t think it would change a thing. But she was right, it definitely did. At Boeing I found a
freedom and independence I had never known. After the war I could never go back to playing
bridge, being a clubwoman and listening to a lot of inanities when [ knew there were things you
could use your mind [for]. The war changed my life completely.”

Inez Saur’s above account of working at a Boeing bomber factory during WWII is an
example of one woman’s contribution to the United States war effort against the Axis Powers.
By the end of 1945, six million American women had joined the workforce for the first time,
serving in factories, transportation, hotels, and many other industries.” Because of the need for
soldiers overseas and the draft of men over the age of 18, jobs needed to be filled for the U.S to
maintain its production quotas on weapons, planes, armor, and other wartime goods. By the
middle of 1942 it was clear the labor supply could not sustain a continuous enlistment of male
soldiers as well as male workers in vital wartime industries. This led government officials,
specifically ones in the Office of War information and War Manpower Commission, to enlist
women to fill jobs in military, industrial, and civilian fields. In order to motivate the American

public to do everything in its power to help win the war, the government took on massive

information campaigns, dispersing educational propaganda urging women to take war jobs.

! Kaufman, Pat, quoted in “Rosie the Riveter Remembers.” OAH Magazine of History 16.3
(Spring, 2002): 25-29.
? Ibid.



Female participation in the labor force during WWII is particularly interesting to
historians because it is noticeably higher than decades before and the specific composition of
these new workers included a greater percentage of married women. This time period also
presents a marked change from previous years because women worked in traditionally male jobs
such as construction, welding, shipbuilding, and higher-paying management jobs. While the first
part of the twentieth century saw the female labor force “comprised mostly of single, widowed,
and divorced women,™ wartime job vacancies catalyzed expansion in numbers and categories.
After the war ended some of these women, both single and married, did quit or get laid off.
However, the overall number of females in the workforce and the ratio of working to
nonworking women continued to rise steadily throughout the postwar years.! Historical
narratives that discount or downplay women’s continually growing presence in the labor force
after WWII perpetuate an image of the American women worker that is oversimplified at best
and untrue at worst. This is not to say women enjoyed the same employment opportunities once
the war ended; indeed, many women were demoted to lower-paying jobs such as assistants,
secretaries, and other clerical positions. But by portraying women’s contributions during WWII
as entirely new, historians can fall into the very trap wartime propaganda attempted to create:
considering working women, especially working wives and mothers, as a temporary anomaly.’

For these reasons, the subject of the portrayal of the woman worker during WWII is a

complicated one. Rosie the Riveter and other examples of women workers in private
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advertisements are laden with social, political, and economic messages. Historians cannot know
what motivated each individual woman to take a war job during WWII. Indeed, it was probably a
combination of many motivations including patriotism, personal connection, the desire for
individual success, and economic necessity. However, by looking at the origin of visual
representations of the woman worker and undertaking a close visual culture analysis of the
images themselves, we can gain a better understanding of the authors’ intended purposes for the
depiction of woman workers.

This thesis explores portrayals of the woman workers in American magazine
advertisements from 1942 to 1945. Specifically, it undertakes a case study analysis of ads in two
national magazines intended for men and women, Life and the Saturday Evening Post, and two
magazines intended for only women, Ladies Home Journal and Better Homes and Gardens.
What can the depictions of women workers tell us about the intersection of media, business, and
government interests, and how does this connect with historical expectations of gender roles?
Advertisers included the government’s womanpower campaign in their ads in order to attract
women to war jobs, but also had to balance these appeals with urging consumers to purchase
products. Despite receiving the same guides from the War Advertising Council, U.S. advertisers
in general audience magazines portrayed women workers with generic conceptions of female
identity that reinforced established gender roles, while advertisers in women’s magazines
employed images that emphasized complex characteristics and actively challenged traditional
conceptions of femininity.

Much research has been compléted about women workers, World War I, and the “Rosie
the Riveter” propaganda representation. However, the majority asks just one question about the

rich cache of visual sources from the era: how did propaganda motivate women into the



workforce and later justify their expulsion from it?° Most investigations focus exclusively on
government propaganda; those that also focus on private advertisements do so without fully
exploring the origins or subtleties of these representations.” While many other scholars have
studied War Advertising Council (WAC) booklets that encouraged government propaganda, no
one has ever directly linked these textual documents with a historical visual culture case study of
magazine advertisements.

Previous scholarship about the image of the woman worker uses over-simplified and one-
dimensional analyses, claiming portrayals were created “from the top down™® by the WAC,
government, and private advertisers. Since these representations originated within these
agencies, it is argued, portrayals of Rosie were highly malleable and “vulnerable to swift
annihilation™, functioning both as a motivating force for women to take war jobs and later, when
the war was ending, urging them to leave the workforce. However, differences between images
of the woman worker in general audience magazines compared to those aimed solely at women
indicate a significantly more spontaneous and contested development. While the WAC was able
to put forward their own ideas for how best to recruit potential women workers, ultimately each
private business and ad agency decided on the image that best suited the product they were

selling.
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Executives of ad agencies who feared becoming obsolete during wartime cutbacks
created the War Advertising Council. A quasi-governmental agency, it worked with the War
Manpower Commission (WMC) and Office of War Information (OWI) to create public service
announcements and disperse information to individual ad companies. At the onset of World War
I1, advertisers feared for their very existence. Pearl Harbor had thrust the United States into an
overseas war that required the mobilization of every sector of society. With wartime cutbacks
and rations, advertising could have easily been cast off as a luxury that was not absolutely
necessary to the functioning of American society. However, leaders of powerful New York City
ad agencies created the War Advertising Council (WAC) in order to assure themselves influence
within elite circles of business and government. The WAC fashioned themselves as a nonprofit
group that would donate advertising expertise to aid the development and distribution of
government messages. Hoping to shape public advertising discourse and build stronger
connections between corporate and national interests, the council publicized information
campaigns that directly affected the daily lives of American men and women. Bringing together
powerful leaders from newspapers, magazines, radio, advertising federations, and graphic arts,
the WAC forged strong relations among the various groups of industry represented.

Several important studies have examined general aspects of the portrayal of women
workers, but no one has explored variations between images in magazines taking into account
differences in intended audiences. In addition, when examining images of women workers,
previous research has not taken advantage of visual culture studies and thus falls short of a truly
layered analysis. Maureen Honey investigates depictions of women in advertisements during

WWIL noting that the WAC worked closely with the government to “sell the war to the



American people.”'® Although she mentions a multitude of companies and their representations
of the woman worker, she does not probe into the relation of these private advertisements to the
WAC, WMC, or OWI. One film, “The Life and Times of Rosie the Riveter,” explores
government propaganda and presents the other side of the creation of these images.'' While
providing important discussions of government film shorts and posters, it omits any study of
their relationship to non-government advertisements.

In her 2004 article “Who Said This Was a Man’s War?” Bilge Yesil analyzes
propaganda, advertisements, and the depiction of women workers. She notes women’s “role in
the war effort [was] dgpicted as secondary to that of men” and “their motivation to work
characterized as a way to win the approval of men.” '* Creators of government posters and films
along with private advertisers played to “their supposed concern with beauty and womanliness.”
Yesil explains women’s choice to work was portrayed as a temporary sacrifice motivated by
patriotism. While she does investigate some characteristics shared by advertisements and
government propaganda, she does not delve into the sources of these representations. What made
multiple ad agencies picture women as patriotic, beautiful, and yearning for male approval?

Leila Rupp’s research on American propaganda in her book, Mobilizing Women for War
makes many important contributions that begin to specifically explain the source of images of
women workers. Tracing the history of the War Manpower Commission and the Office of War

Information, she notes that latter was essentially a “government propaganda agency” that
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[explained] government policy” to the public. > Rupp observes that the War Advertising Council
worked closely with the two government agencies to promote wartime jobs for women. The
WAC spread its messages to individual ad agencies through professional advocacy, assuring
them that “war-related advertising was the best way to sell products or win good will during the
war.”'* While Rupp details specific campaigns created by the WMC and OWI and promoted by
the WAC, she does not fully explain the complex dynamics among these agencies. Was there a
conscious decision in the WAC to portray women workers, as Yesil notes, as “feminine,”
awaiting male approval, and making temporary sacrifices? Are these characteristics prevalent in
all images or do some reveal more complex representations? If there are representations different
from the majority, was this intentional or unintentional? To what extent did the WAC directly
influence advertising companies in their portrayals of women workers and how did the
viewpoints of the governmental OWI and WMC relate to these representations?

While many have researched propaganda during World War II, few have investigated
representations within the context of the images’ production. Maureen Honey, in her book
Creating Rosie the Riveter, is one of the few scholars who discusses at the creation of these
images in light of government requests. She analyzes the magazine industry as a whole, arguing,
“the war’s failure to alter traditional ideas about female capacities was in part due to propaganda
strategies for unifying the home front.” I These strategies, Honey notes, pushed specific
depictions of women workers, However, images of Rosies in wartime magazine advertisements

present layered identities whose characteristics and implied reasons for creation are not
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monolithic. In what ways was the production of these portrayals contested, and whose interests
were served by the depictions of women workers that did appear?

Honey also notes that the image of the woman worker was quick to disappear from the
mind of the American public once the war ended. But recent scholarship about the 1950°s and
the prevalence of the stereotypical American housewife in popular magazines give reason to be
somewhat skeptical of this conclusion. Joanne Meyerowitz argues that magazines and other
“mass culture [are] rife with contradictions, ambivalence, and competing voices.” '® Analyzing
nonfiction articles in popular magazines during the postwar period, Meyerowitz concludes this
discourse “did not simply exhort women to stay at home” but instead reveal “a celebration of
nondomestic as well as domestic pursuits and a tension between individual achievement and
domestic ideals.” What does Meyerowitz’s analysis of mass culture before, during, and after
WWII mean for the image of the woman worker?

Both private advertisers and the United States government had a vested interest in the
portrayal of the woman worker during WWII because traditional gender roles played a key part
in American conceptions of identity. Engaged in a total war against the Axis powers that was
rooted in ideological difference, the U.S. home front became a battlefront and thus a reflection of
the success of American democracy. While American soldiers fought overseas to defend ideals
of freedom, women began working outside the home in traditionally male industries and
challenged definitions of femininity that had previously been linked to domesticity and
motherhood. For the U.S. government, this was potentially problematic. To encourage women,

especially married women and mothers to work outside the home, to become the main source of
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income for their families could threaten the very thing U.S. soldiers were fighting for: the
established “American” way of life. Advertisers had an interest in developing portrayals of
women workers because they utilized a powerful visual repertoire that had been selling goods
successfully for years. Most large businesses employed ad agencies, including those producing
lipstick, hairpins, nail polish, and even rationed goods like metal and food. Like the government,
these advertisers had to walk a fine line in appealing to women experiencing wartime changes
without sacrificing time-honored selling strategies.

Even with their influential media connections, the WAC’s task was not an easy one.
Their complicated job demanded they produce government propaganda for agencies such as the
Office of War Information and the War Manpower Commission, while at the same time serving
as professilonal advocates for private advertisers. One of the WAC’s main tasks was producing
bulletins, pamphlets, columns, and other literature for all types of media outlining the progress
on the OWI information campaigns. These included campaigns to save scrap metal, refrain from
traveling, and recruit women workers. In order to spread these govefmnent propaganda
messages, the WAC had to motivate private advertisers already struggling in a wartime economy
to sponsor the campaigns along with selling their own goods and services. They asked businesses
“to take on voluntarily one of the most urgent jobs on the home front — the job of informing the
American people as to what they must do and not do to speed victory.”'” Underscoring the “great
need to reach the American public with war messages,” the ad council required “everyone’s
cooperation in achieving such nonpolitical goals”'® By framing the womanpower campaign as

part of a larger effort undertaken by the entire country, the WAC gave importance to small acts
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such as .donating ad space and reminded businesses and advertisers of their influence. Framing
propaganda dispersion as a nonpartisan goal allowed the council to recruit leaders who may have
vehemently disagreed with each other, giving them a wider range of potential supporters.

The WAC achieved cooperation from advertisers by developing their agency’s expertise
in public relations and re-framing already-occurring magazine advertisements as a place to earn
consumer goodwill. Pushing the slogan “the best public relations is public service”, the council
directly linked donation of ad space with profitability.'” For the WAC, the ideal business would
want to devote their entire advertisement to the womanpower campaign. However, knowing this
was not realistic, the council also encouraged companies to feature women workers in
advertisements to reinforce government propaganda. Approaching the recruitment of women
workers as simply another campaign to sell to the public, the council was able to present
featuring them as an intelligent business decision that would produce gainful postwar results.
One pamphlet proclaims that advertisers would “be building up a reservoir of good will that

20 The council also reinforced the underlying link to business,

[would] mean sales after the war.
noting, “the hundreds of thousands who must be ‘sold’ the idea of taking war jobs or joining one

of the women’s services [had] so far resisted every sales appeal.”*' By communicating with

private businesses in language they understood and specifically mentioning women who were
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“hardest to ‘sell’,”** advertisers were more likely to see their own interests linked to those of the
War Advertising Council and, indirectly, the U.S. government.

Another important motivation for featuring the woman worker was to direct “the buying
of consumers with newly increased purchasing power.” ** Specifically, this meant female
consumers. With hundreds of thousands of newly employed women, companies who still had
products to sell understood many females had newly disposable income. In the eyes of
advertisers these women still wanted stylish clothing, good cosmetics, and nice products, and
they still enjoyed shopping. This specific piece of advice from the WAC is extremely interesting
because the government was running simultaneous campaigns urging Americans to avoid buying
unnecessary items. In the midst of wartime rations and continual propaganda appeals asking
people to buy war bonds, this statement indicates some of the WAC’s own doubts that
consumers would actually stop spending money on “extras.” It also shows that one of the
specific motivations for using images of woman workers in advertisements was to attempt to
control the buying habits of female viewers.

Although they created many pamphlets and booklets for business, media, and industry
representatives, the WAC and government were not entirely confident they were undertaking the
womanpower campaign correctly. Men in these agencies had doubts about their ability to
effectively communicate with female viewers and what to tell private advertisers. One internal
document urges “serious consideration to getting some women on our staff who can prepare
material suitable for ... women’s radio programs, in women’s columns in the newspapers, and in

women’s magazines.” The government memo concludes with the realization that “the feminine
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angle on the war” was “something that probably [they had] missed to a great extent.”** Creators
of these pamphlets admit they had little understanding of how to best approach the recruitment of
women workers and effectively communicate their message.

After these discussions the council decided to work with the Women’s Bureau and also
hired a female program manager for the womanpower campaign, Mary Keeler, in April of
19447, In August of 1942 the War Manpower Commission created a Women’s Advisory
Committee,”® These professional groups urged the council to appeal to realistic and complex
feminine identities and refuted the idea that a vague sense of duty would be enough to motivate
women to sign up for war work. In one letter to male co-workers, Mary Brewster White, an OWI
official, warned of a “definite tendency to reduce all women’s recruiting programs... to the ‘buy
bonds-save fats” level.”*” She goes on to explain how women were becoming “hardened to
government appeals,” and asserts the WAC’s strategy should change from the “humdrum, and
almost phoney, patriotic appeal” and given “vitality” and “realism.”** In this letter, White
explained that the WAC should not treat the recruitment of women workers in the same way as
other government campaigns that require much smaller sacrifices. Asking a woman to work six
days a week in a factory is not the same as asking her to save the extra fat from her meat. A
realistic appeal to a potential woman worker would address concerns of family, time, personal
interest, and an overail complex identity, and would not use weighty obligation as the main tool.

While these female government officials, the Woman’s Advisory Committee, and the Women’s
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Bureau attempted to alter the tone of WAC literature, in the end they had limited influence over
the specific messages.

In her critique of the WAC’s use of nationalism, White implies women would respond to
layered conceptions of their identities when being asked to take war jobs. She also points out an
important theme that carries over to visual representations of women workers: presenting
patriotic duty as a motivation for taking a wartime job. Her opinion displays the contested nature
not only of the WWII campaigns, but specifically the concept of patriotism. The government
needed to mobilize large numbers of Americans in order to win the war and often used
nationalism as a tool to achieve these aims. The council was able to manipulate patriotism so that
the concept of postwar America became a motivating force, either as a warning or as a reward.
On the one hand, patriotism served as a warning of the evil of fascism and the atrocities
occurring overseas, threatening the Allies would lose WWII if citizens did not sacrifice
everything for their country. As a reward, nationalism functioned by asking people to believe in
and defend an inspirational ideal of freedom and democracy. The presentation of the ideal
postwar American life was strongly linked with commodities, wealth, and consumerism. In this
way, the WAC strategically asked viewers of these booklets to invest in a particular idea of
“America” as it was presented in advertisements. Urging people to believe in and defend a
concept of the United States that the government and advertisers helped to define and
specifically benefitted from, the WAC often overlooked the fact that it was appealing to people
they would have otherwise ignored. Specifically, this meant women and people of color, who
they approached only after many white male soldiers, were overseas.

The government needed to regulate nearly all aspects of American media in order to

mobilize the nation for war and instruct the public about how to best serve their country. By
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specifically taking action to incorporate war-themed messages into the types of media Americans
encountered every day, the government assured the story would be told the way they wanted
citizens to hear it. One related analysis of the links between government propaganda and
corporate media leaders during World War II is Clayton R. Koppes and Gregory D. Black’s
Hollywood Goes to War. Discussing government regulation on Hollywood productions, the
authors explain how leaders from the OWI and WAC “carried out an intensive, unprecedented
effort to mold the content” of feature films. ** They argue that while these films did reflect the
values of American society, portrayals were complicated because of governmental regulation and
censorship. In addition, Hollywood’s representations of the United States were “distorted and
refracted by myriad forces, not least of them the profit motive.”*’ Similar to the motion picture
industry, the government wanted to mobilize public opinion through newspapers, radio,
magazines, and advertisements. Like the creators of feature films, businesses using women
workers in their advertisements needed to consider that selling products was the ultimate
purpose. By exploring how government propaganda was able to mobilize the public for war in
Hollywood films, Koppes and Black reveal a deep connection between WWII corporate and
government interests that pervaded other mediums of mass culture including magazine
advertisements.

One of the main methods of communication between the government and corporations
was through booklets and pamphlets created by the WAC and dispersed to media leaders. Often
confidential and specifically warning “Not for the General Public,” this literature was distributed

by the council to advertising agencies, newspapers, magazines, and radio stations. These
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pamphlets menﬁon specific steps to take in order to assist in the government information
campaigns. Overall, literature from the WAC asking advertisers to recruit women workers does
not push for an expansion of gender roles and relies heavily on stereotypical conceptions of
feminine identity. Specifically, pamphlets link factory work with household chores, reinforcing
domestic responsibility. The WAC also reinforces generalizations about women’s abilities or
inabilities, presenting them as natural or biological. In addition, these booklets urge potential
workers to compare themselves to other women who are giving their time and energy in jobs
outside the home. Finally, council literature reiterates women’s assumed laziness and apathy
toward the war.

When presenting possible barriers to women taking war jobs, booklets frequently rely on
comparisons of industrial work with familiar domestic duties. One woman’s concern that the
jobs would be “monotonous” and “boring” is met with the response, “so are many household
jobs.”*! In reply to the worry “I’ve never worked in a factory. I know nothing about machines,”
the same booklet explains that “many war factory jobs are very similar to running a sewing
machine or vacuum cleaner, assembling a meat grinder, sewing by hand, and other familiar
household tasks.”** By linking factory operations to household duties, the WAC subtly changed
a traditionally male sphere to one where women’s presence was justified by their supposed
innate domestic abilities.

WAC literature for advertisers also presents abilities of women and men as natural,
absolute and justified by gender. One booklet notes, “High-pressure production for two years has

proven that women excel in the tasks that require sharp eyes, suppleness of wrist, delicate touch,
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repetitive motion, exactness.”™ By linking success in specific tasks with gender, the council built
upon established social roles for women and did not allow for complex feminine identities.
Similarly, the council linked masculinity with physical prowess and natural ability in factories
and other industries. A government pamphlet discussing war jobs for women explains the
“employment of large numbers of women” was “made possible by breaking down tasks which
[had] heretofore required years of training, or a man’s strength, into their component parts and
assigning to women the operations they can do.” ** While men could simply accomplish these
tasks with physical force, women need them to be broken down. Relying on generalizations of
ability based strictly on gender in hopes of recruiting women workers, these arguments created
binaries that divided “female” and “male” work.

Another strategy for recruitment was to encourage women to compare themselves to
other women who were working full-time outside the home, noting everyone should do her part
in the war. An industry-developed pamphlet specifically for women asserts females need to work
- outside the home if they “want to do something in this war” and “feel that [they are] making
[their] contribution.”* This implies that a motivating factor behind the decision to take a war job
Was.the sense of keeping up with one’s neighbor, a familiar strategy for private advertisers who
already attempted to shape consumer desire by merely presenting a newer or better product. By
crafting their appeals in this manner, the WAC built upon already-established trends in

advertising, now asking for women’s time instead of their money.
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In addition to urging comparisons with other women, literature from the WAC asks
private advertisers to appeal to “lazy” female viewers to take war work. The fear of the uncaring
or apathetic women was a big concern for the advertising council and an often-discussed barrier
to recruiting potential workers. By 1944 the OWT had concluded, “The basic restraining factor on
recruitment” was “not that the woman [did] not know what to do, but that she [was] not |
interested in doing anything.” *® In a specific pamphlet the council mentions that “hundreds of
thousands more” women were “needed for the push to victory,” but that the only women left
were those who had “turned deaf ears to former appeals.”*’ Because of “the constantly
increasing difficulty of getting these women to consider any war job,” the WAC presented
advertisers with “an expanded national womanpower campaign,” explaining their support was

3% were indifferent to the

“vital.”*® By generalizing that women who did not “act immediately
war effort, the council overlooked complexities that may have legitimately stopped women from
taking work. Emphasizing women’s supposed laziness and apathy urged advertisers to present
obligation and duty as necessary motivations, since women supposedly did not want to
voluntarily contribute and had to be convinced.

While the majority of WAC advice for private advertisers presented generic feminine
identities, some pamphlets actively challenged established gender roles by asserting that women
were not working only for the duration of the war, In promoting the idea that genuine interest in

developing a career was a potential motivating factor for women, government agencies pushed

beyond stereotypical campaigns that merely pushed patriotism. One OWI booklet notes how
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training in a specific “industry will be invaluable for any kind of future business experience.”"

Embracing complex representations of wartime womanhood, one WAC booklet notes that “the
information program for the recruitment of women ... [underscored] the fact that there [was] no
one feminine formula for patriotism, no one road to wartime service.”*' Additionally, women
were not confined to easy, household-like tasks, shown by another pamphlet explaining that “the
place of women in the war industry picture [changed] so fast that there [was] no keeping
absolutely up to date.”** By specifically pointing out different avenues of service, this booklet
actively refuted a generic conception of women’s social roles and implied motivations.

WAC literature had to present government information campaigns to private businesses,
industry leaders, and advertisers in a way that would motivate them to use ad space to promote
government messages. Linking postwar profitability with donation of ad space, either by
promoting the womanpower campaign or by featuring a woman worker, was a key part of these
appeals because public service would win consumer goodwill. In order to gain a better
understanding of the complexities of these images, the following two chapters undertake a visual
culture analysis of four magazines. The first chapter examines advertisements featuring the
woman worker from Life and the Saturday Evening Post, both national Iﬁagazines whose
intended audience included men and women (sometimes referred to as general audience
magazines). Chapter two investigates advertisements utilizing the image of the woman worker in
Better Homes and Gardens and Ladies Home Journal, highly-circulating national magazines

whose intended audience included only women.
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Chapter One

Magazines aimed at both men and women, such as Life and the Saturday Evening Post,
posed a difficult problem for private advertisers because they had to consider both male and
female audiences when portraying the woman worker, along with their own marketing
objectives. Wanting to attract both genders as post-war consumers meant these businesses had to
work largely within the framework of established gender roles. Pushing the boundaries in
representations of women workers could alienate men, but refusing to acknowledge their
importance to the war effort could fail to engage women. Compared to advertisements in
national magazines aimed exclusively at women, depictions in Life and the Saturday Evening
Post were concerned mainly with displaying women’s war work as an acceptable, temporary
solution to the problem of manpower and one that would have little effect on women’s roles. In
these magazines, private advertisers interpreted the War Advertising Council campaign by
reaffirming established gender roles and using generic portrayals of feminine identity to “sell”
the war to women and frame women’s desire to work in language men could understand.

In order to evaluate how private advertisers interpreted WAC campaigns, [ will look at
three factors related to the depiction of women workers in these ads: the iﬁplied motivation for
working, the endorsed female social roles, and the represented relationships with men. Using
established visual culture studies, my analysis will take into account both composition and
content. After evaluating sample groups of advertisements from Life and the Saturday Evening
Post, several themes emerged about the portrayal of women workers. First, advertisers imply the
temale workers they portray were driven by sacrifice, duty, and patriotism, and treat this concept
with much seriousness. Second, these ads present images of workers that easily fit within overly

stereotypical social roles such as “sex kitten” and “girl next door.” Finally, relationships with
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men reinforce established gender roles and show men as superiors, bosses, and supervisors to
women’s work.

Advertisers in Life and the Saturday Evening Post implied women were motivated by
somber patriotic duty and presented working as an idea disconnected from any concrete
contribution to the war effort. By using obligation and sacrifice as driving factors, these images
simultaneously attempted to convince women they should enter the workforce and reassure all
readers that women were not actually interested in historically male jobs.

The first example of this patriotic sacrifice is a black and white General Electric ad
depicting a woman walking up a staircase toward her temporary new home, a brownstone
apartment building (Figure 1). Sponsored by General Electric, this advertisement pays homage to
men and women altering their lives for the war. It also keeps the GE brand in the minds of
consumers by paying tribute to its own high wartime production, going so far as to say their
company’s industry development would “make one of the most fascinating chapters in the
history of human progress.” Both the composition and content of this image imply women were
apprehensive about taking war jobs but did so because of external obligation. A young woman
wears a hat and overcoat and holds “a suitcase a little too heavy for her,” as shadows fall across
her face.* She looks up wearily at her new place of residence, forming a diagonal line from her
gaze to the top right corner of the ad, one that is echoed in the diagonal line of the stairwell.
Compositionally, this indicates she is overwhelmed and tired. Visual cues such as her
apprehensive facial expression and fatigued body language reinforce the weighty tone of this

image. Echoing sentiments of sacrifice, the text explains how Americans are “finding themselves

¥ General Electric Advertisement, Saturday Evening Post, February 20 1943, 61.
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in strange surroundings™ and “giving up their pleasures and comforts”.*’ Viewers may not
understand this woman is a war worker since she is not shown in the act of working, and the
only indication of her profession is through the text. This reinforces an emphasis on the concept
of the woman worker rather than the actuality of a woman working. In terms of content, this
image asks viewers to understand this woman as merely an idea. By presenting a timid young
woman and utilizing heavy shadows, a somber composition, private advertisers reassured male
readers women did not want to be working and were only doing so out of patriotic sacrifice.
Creators of a Eureka ad similarly imply patriotic duty as the motivating factor behind
woman’s decision to work (Figure 2). Compositionally, this woman is located on the right side
of the page while the machine she works with is on the left side. A diagonal line connects her
gaze to the machine via a metal rod she holds as she solders, indicating an intense focus on her
work that is mirrored in her facial expression. The ad’s lighting reaffirms her concentration by
connecting the glowing torch tip, her white gloves, and the highlights on the side of her face. In
terms of content, the image asks viewers to understand this woman only as a worker. Her face,
shoulders, and hands are the only visible parts of her body, and even these are presented from a
side perspective. This image is different from the GE ad because the woman is shown in the act
of working. However, she is not located in a defined physical location such as a factory or war
plant, but merely exists in a vague black space. By deciding not to add other visual content to
indicate a specific factory or plant, creators of the ad give no indication of this woman’s life

outside her job. In addition, she works entirely alone, without co-workers, a boss,

* General Electric Advertisement, Saturday Evening Post, February 20 1943, 61.
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or a break room, making even her workplace incomplete. Her intense focus on her industrial
activity is rendered much less threatening because it becomes simply another example of the
patriotic heroine, a mythical cultural icon. A final image in the bottom right corner of the
advertisem.ent shows a vacuum cleaner, reinforcing Eureka’s products in the minds of consumers
who view this ad. Presenting a domestic product implies this “Mrs. America” will only be
soldering for the duration, and can afterwards return to vacuuming. When the war is won, the ad
promises, Eureka will “return to the ways of peace,” and create “a vacuum cleaner better than
any you have ever dreamed about in the past.”*” On the surface, this ad pays homage to the more
than 70% of woman workers at Eureka; however, its cultural work is more complex. By
portraying woman workers as iconic heroines sacrificing out of patriotic duty, Eurcka
simultaneously honors this idea while promoting their own business interests.

In addition to implying patriotism as the main source of motivation for taking jobs,
private advertisers used other generic conceptions of feminine identity to frame women’s desire
to work in language men could understand. The women who embody these cultural myths, such
as the “sex kitten” and “girl next door” also display elements of performance, as if they are
merely pretending to work because they know someone is watching. By using stereotypes of
women that were readily accessible in viewers’ minds, advertisers attempted to ease male fears
that working in war industry would drastically change definitions of femininity and thus also

masculinity.

" Eureka Advertisement, Saturday Evening Post, Feb 27, 1943, 77.
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One example of generic feminine identity used by general audience magazine advertisers
is the image of the “sex kitten,” shown in this Dr. West’s toothbrush advertisement (Figure 3).
Both compositionally and through content, this advertisement seeks to assure men and women
that industry workers can still be sexy and to suggest to men that women are merely pretending
to work. The color photograph on the left shows a woman holding a toothbrush and looking over
her bare shoulder. The direction of her body and the angle of her still-unused toothbrush link her
to a black and white image on the right of a woman worker at a drill press, implying these
women are connected. In terms of content, the woman on the left shows the work of femininity
through styled hair, lipstick, and nail polish. Her gaze is friendly and nonthreatening. Her
implied nudity, the angle of her head and upward focus of her eyes, and her position looking
over her shoulder imply a sexually submissive attitude. The black and white photograph of the
woman working exemplifies elements of performance. This woman’s body is at an awkwardly
open angle that would be difficult to maintain while using a drill press safely, reinforcing the
idea she is simply performing to the viewer. Her grip holding the item on the drill bed appears
dainty and posed. This is not a picture of a woman working; it is a picture of a woman posing as
a worker. By using highlights on her entire body and placing the drill in the shadows, the
creators of this ad imply the work she is doing is less important than how she looks. The textual
information around these images tells female viewers of this ad to take care of their health,
however, the photos are performing the more complicated task of appealing to potential
consumers. The photograph on the right assures viewers that wives, girlfriends, and other women
will not loose their beauty and sexual allure by taking a war job. The second photograph
indicates that men should not fear women taking their jobs because women are merely

pretending to work. By including the large image of the toothbrush at the bottom of the page, Dr.
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West’s link healthy teeth with beauty. This is reinforced by the whiteness of the smile of the
woman on the right. Since toothbrushes were not regulated during wartime, Dr. West did not
need to worry about postwar goodwill but was simply trying to sell products now. In this case
relying on the stereotype of the patriotic heroine would have made little sense, as it was much
easier to use sex appeal and beauty to attract potential consumers. However, by also including an
image of a war worker Dr. West framed themselves as a company that appreciated women
workers and thus used nationalism as a tool reach consumers.

Camel’s ad exemplifies another established cultural myth of feminine identity used by
private advertisers: the “girl next door”. (Figure 4) This ad contains three photos of the same
woman throughout her day and uses composition and content to reaffirm her social role. Shown
in the top central image at her war job, directing planes, this worker wears an expression of calm
pride while directly above her head is an American flag (backward because the negative was
flipped for the ad). The small inset image of the same woman shows her directly facing the
camera, smiling for the viewer and holding a book. Compositionally, her identity as the “girl
next door” is reinforced by the square cropping of the small image that places her head exactly in
the middle of the frame and by her position directly facing the camera with square shoulders. We
also have textual indication of her stereotypical role in the heading “Co-ed leaves campus,”
linking this woman with her previous occupation as a student. In terms of content, she is well
groomed, wears light lipstick and blush, and is dressed conservatively. In the bottom image when
meeting a potential romantic interest, her body is only angled slightly towards him and she still
looks at the viewer. Although she is wearing a red dress and meeting a man, she is minimally

sexualized. Patriotism is reinforced in the advertisement through the color scheme of navy and

27



LALRIES HOME JOURNA

r e

She’s “in the service”—even

to her choice of cigarettes

...Camels, of course!

® Off duty—und “on the beam™. ..

for an afternoon’s fun. On the “~moking
Beam.” too! Pal may not know a thing
abiant the rare care with which Camel’s

are chosen and blended,

eostliertohaccos

or any of the behind-the-s

« Feasons

for the Ravor, mildness. and “mmmh-

> Ca
that-smells-good” fragronce. But <he < ' ;
does koow that it adds up 1o what <he 4 - !
$ . I
describes as “the most delightful ciga 3 o n i
rette Lever smoked.” And does her e<cort ¥ . . a {
agree? You het! Camels are the favorite g ) A flaver Bk
with men in the Navy and in the Army, i i s a1
Marine Carps, and Coast Guard, 1001* M 1 .
-
FIRST IN THE SERV!CE’
1 N H ; in the AT
Here the real story of cigarettes is told.. *The Faverite cigarette with men 1t |
Coast Guard & |

Navy, Marines, and the
Camel. (Based on actual
Exchanges, Sales Commiss
Service Stores, Ship's Steres, and

sales records
aries, ShiP® 4
Con

THE T-ZONE

The “T-ZONE"-Taste and Throat
s the proving ground for cigarette
e and threat can de-
cide which cigarette tastes best 10
you ... sl how it affects your threat
For your taste and throat are indic
vidual 1o yea. What will your throat say abont the mildness, melinwness, flsvor,
fragrance of Camel's costlier tobaccos? Try Camelsand wee. They may-as they
apparently bave with tens of millioas of smokees—suit your “T-ZONE” 10 4“1

COSTLIER TOBACCOS

el T o e EIle 4

Figure 4 ¥

¥ Camel Advertisement, Saturday Evening Post, February 6, 1943, 392.

28



red. By showing this war worker smoking and placing a box of cigarettes in the middle of the
page, Camel specifically links their cigarette brand with patriotism and the war effort. Other
Camel ads featured male soldiers and air force members smoking on their breaks. This
advertisement celebrates the woman war worker by linking her work with military worker,
saying “she’s in the service, even down to her choice of cigarettes, Camels of course.”’ Through
the presentation of a “girl next door” stereotype, Camel associates its brand with hardworking,
patriotic workers, sponsoring government messages down to the “Women in the War” logo.
Similar to Dr. West’s toothbrushes, cigarette production did not stop during the war, and Camel
smartly decided to use patriotism as a marketing strategy, selling both the war effort and their
own product.

Equally important as women’s implied motivation for working and the social roles they
embodied was their relationship to men. Anxiety about gender roles, specifically fears that men
would become less masculine with women working in industry and factories, were significant
barriers for the WAC. Creators of wartime advertisements had to balance these challenges in
order to successfully recruit female workers. Advertisers whose intended audience included both
women and men needed to push their product without alienating consumers of either gender.
Advertisements in the Saturday Evening Post and Life portray men in two main roles: as
supervisors or experts on the job, and as objects of romantic interest. By portraying men as
superiors in areas of industry and business, private advertisers attempted to ease fears by
reassuring men that women would still be secondary as workers. Through representing men as
boyfriends or romantic interests, advertisers reinforced the idea that women were only motivated

to work because they cared about a man. Both these scenarios support established gender roles

0 Camel Advertisement, Saturday Evening Post, February 6, 1943, 392.
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by implying women still depended on men to either instruct or motivate them, even when
working on their own.

One role for men was in positions of power over women, such as the two bosses seen in
this Sal Hepatica laxative advertisement, seen in Figure 5. This image presents two pairs of black
and white drawings, first showing a woman alone in the morning before a welding test and
second depicting her while taking the test. Compositionally, the men are taller and have body
language and facial expressions that imply they are in charge. Even in the top right picture,
where the man is farther back in space, he still somehow towers over the woman in the
foreground. In both pictures with the men, a diagonal line connects the face of the man down
toward the face of the woman. The content of this advertisement echoes similar sentiments.
While the top woman feels ill but does not take a laxative and does not get the job, the bottom
woman took the laxative, did a good job welding and receives employment. In both cases,
women are responding to the critiques and opinions of men in order to know if they are
successful. Similar to other products such as the toothbrush and cigarettes, Sal Hepatica laxatives
link their product with the war effort. However, this ad takes it one step further by presenting
laxatives as a necessary part of a successfully being hired, linking their product with job
performance. Altering natural ingestion, laxatives directly affected consumers’ bodies and seem
to be a strange juxtaposition with war work: what if the laxative had worked foo well while on
the job? While this ad is fairly simple in its portrayal of men in positions of power, it is
interesting to note the cultural work of the top woman on the bed. Both her body position and her
lack of clothing unnecessarily sexualize her for the benefit of male viewers, calling to mind the

attractive damsel in distress and the pulp novel. These images are presenting cultural values
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systems that reinforce men as the ones who evaluate women’s performance and are in charge in
the workplace.

Another relation between women and men used to reinforce established gender roles was
the depiction of men as stronger and more important to the cause, as shown by a Bibb
advertisement (Figure 6). This color image shows a crowd of workers holding farm tools and
weapons marching in two lines against an undefined enemy. Compositionally, the man in the
foreground is the most important part of this ad. Overtly masculine and drawing on 1930’s
iconography, he displays his physical strength by the position of his arms and implies bravery
through his determined facial expression. He exemplifies the American ideal of the strong man,
ready to save his country. A woman stands behind him marching in the same position, wearing
the Rosie the Riveter kerchief, but the front man physically blocks most of her body. Placing a
man at the center of the composition, advertisers assert his importance in the fight for the
“freedom for mankind.”> Wearing Bibb overalls, the image also links the Bibb manufacturing
company with wartime service and sacrifice, including a list of the items their company is
producing. With fewer items to sell during the war, this company needed to remind their “loyal
customers of long years standing” that “the business of victory [came] ahead of everything
else.”™* This advertisement is another example whose creators wanted to build up consumer
goodwill for after the war, and using nationalism to honor both themselves and their customers.
In portraying men and women armed with farm tools Bibb promotes the idea that their own
company and their customers, specifically farmers, are as important as the soldiers overseas.
Saturated with patriotic appeal that asks viewers to invest in a specific idea of America, this

image shows male and female workers from the military, civil service, and industry marching

33 Bibb Manufacturing Company Advertisement, Saturday Evening Post, March 27, 1943, 95.
54 110
Ibid.
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alongside one another. With the man wearing Bibb overalls as the central focus, this image
works culturally to show the woman worker as less important to the war effort than men. While
she is included in the march, her location behind the man and her lack of weapons or farm tools
reinforce her role as physically weaker. Although women workers are part of the fight, the Bibb
Manufacturing Company wanted to affirm men were still superior and still needed to protect
women.

A final role men played in general audience magazines was as the boyfriend or husband
of the woman worker, shown in a Eureka ad (Figure 7). This image depicts a black and white
drawing of a woman hammering, focused on the work she is doing. Compositionally, she is in
the middle of the frame while a combat duty soldier looks out above her left shoulder, holding a
gun. A flat black background makes the figures resonate as the most important part of the
composition, similar to the previous Eureka ad not in a workplace. Horizontal lines from her arm
and the hammer she holds are echoed in the horizontal line of the soldier’s gun. By locating this
man in the upper corner of the image, the ad’s creators imply the woman is thinking of him while
she works. Although she had to give up her “hope chest for the duration,” this woman is
“fighting for a little house of [her] own,” and still waiting for “a husband to meet every night at
the door.”’ By explicitly rationalizing her desire to work in the hope for a quiet domestic life
after the war, Eureka plants a seed for a future consumer and simultaneously connects postwar
peace with an ideal rooted in American consumerism. Culturally, the image of this woman
echoes earlier appeals to duty and patriotism. She is strong and focused, and shows no
indications of the rituals of femininity such as wearing make-up or styled hair. However, the

presence of the male soldier complicates the image, making her motivation for working more

> Eureka Advertisement, Saturday Evening Post, June 21, 1943, 81,
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than vague patriotism and instead linking it to a specific man. Visual cues such as her shoulder
and right arm covering his body imply she is protecting him. By portraying men as boyfriends or
husbands, advertisers in magazines whose audience included men framed women’s reason for
working as male-dependent, maintaining established gender roles.

Demonstrating an instance of private motivation (the man above her shoulder) that
resulted in public action, the Eureka ad connects women’s patriotism on the home front with
heterosexual romance. [t also presents an interesting inverse to the images of pinup girls that
inspired male soldiers when they were overseas. Robert Westbrook argues that women such as
Betty Grable reminded soldiers of girlfriends, sisters, and other actual women they knew back
home.”” Rather than responding to political motivation urging men to defend their country,
Westbrook explicitly connects these posters with a sense of privaté obligation that could
effectively mobilize male soldiers, especially toward the end of the war. Arguing that American
men were fighting “on behalf of” American women, he notes soldiers were motivated by “moral

%

obligations of ‘the protector’ and ‘the protected.”” Traditional assumptions about historical
gender roles would place the male soldier as “the protector” and the woman back home as “the
protected.” However, the Eureka ad inverts these positions by making the female war worker
block the male soldier, effectively protecting him and linking nationalism with private
obligation.

During WWII soldiers were overseas fighting for an often-idealized version of the

American home, whose bedrock was a wholly devoted and entirely dependent wife and mother.

This is not to say women actually filled these roles, but their myth was both alluring and

T Robert B. Westbrook, « ‘I Want a Girl, Just Like the Girl That Married Harry James:’
American Women and the Problem of Political Motivation in World War II,” American
Quarterly 42, no. 4 (Dec., 1990), 588.
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powerful. For advertisers to ignore or openly challenge these cultural conventions would make
men less likely to purchase their products. To admit women not only wanted to, but also were
fully capable of, taking on war jobs could disrupt ideas about gender roles that assumed
breadwinner husbands and submissive wives. Women taking jobs challenged both of those key
factors because it would lead to more economic freedom and a more complex and independent
identity.

While advertisers in these magazines certainly had to consider women in their intended
audience when portraying female war workers, the above visual culture analyses indicate a
strong need to reassure a mixed gender readership that gender roles would remain unchanged.
One way private businesses accomplished this task was by using ad space to create tributes to a
mythical patriotic heroine. By framing women’s desire to work as a nationalistic duty,
advertisers could easily link wartime sacrifice with a yearning for postwar prosperity that would
lead to sales. This built upon WAC literature that promoted the inclusion of government
messages as a way to earn consumer goodwill. Private advertisers also used images of woman
workers to demonstrate that wives, girlfriends, and other women could maintain conventional
feminine attractiveness while working in industry and civil service, and to reassure men of their
importance to their jobs and country. To admit women enjoyed working outside the home in
higher paying, physically demanding jobs normally held by men could disrupt gender identity in

the postwar world.
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Chapter 2

Advertisements in women’s magazines had to fulfill the complicated task of promoting
war work while simultaneously urging women to remain loyal consumers of their goods and
services. These businesses were familiar with readers of women’s magazines; in decades of pre-
war advertising they established methods of visual communication to frame products in a
specific way. While the war changed their message, since some businesses cut back on
production and others switched entirely to weapons and machinery, companies still used
advertising to maintain consumer goodwill. It was advantageous for businesses to keep their
name in view and to be seen as active participants in American life during the war, so that after
the war they could use their patriotic actions as a reminder to potential customers. To this end,
advertisers built upon recognizable modes of presentation based on their conception of what
would motivate female readers to take a war job. Private advertisers interpreted the War
Advertising Council campaign in women’s magazines by portraying complex feminine identities
and challenging traditional gender roles in order to encourage women to join the workforce and
buy their products.

In order to evaluate how private advertisers interpreted WAC literature, I discuss the
same three factors analyzed in general audience magazines: implied motivation for working,
emphasized social identities, and portrayed relationships with men. Using visual culture studies,
my examination takes into account both composition and content. After assessing sample groups
of advertisements from Ladies Home Journal and Better Homes and Gardens, several themes
emerged regarding the portrayal of female workers. First, advertisers imply women took jobs

because it was an exciting opportunity to directly contribute to the war. Secondly, creators of ads
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depict complex feminine identities in images of women workers instead of relying on generic
cultural myths. Finally, advertisers promote equality with men, showing them as peers or co-
workers and portraying husbands sharing household responsibilities.

Advertisers portrayed working as a chance to have a new experience, to learn about
industry, and as a way to tangibly contribute to the production of goods and services, implying
women were motivated to join the workforce by opportunity and excitement instead of shallow
patriotic obligation. Compositionally, designers link images of women workers to concrete
involvement in the war by portraying them in actual physical locations from zoomed-out
viewpoints rather than in vague blank spaces. The content of these ads feature women actively
engaged in specific tasks where they are enjoying themselves and directly interacting with
customers and workers. Compared to previous images from magazines for both men and women
where women were alone and heavy with implications of sacrificial duty, these portrayals of
women present a marked contrast.

A Pennsylvania Railroad advertisement exemplifies women motivated by excitement at
the opportunity to directly contribute to the war effort (Figure 8). Compositionally, the woman in
the top picture is in the center of the advertisement, leaning toward customers and actively
working. The bright blue of her uniform draws our eye to her and the symmetrical windows on
either side reinforce framing her as the main focus. The compositions of the bottom three
images similarly emphasize her active participation in the functioning of the railroad by placing
her in the middle of the picture and on equal ground with other male workers. In all four
drawings the woman is in a defined physical location, reminding the viewer of her tangible
contribution to the war instead of focusing on a removed idea of her as a worker. In terms of

content, the body attitude and facial expressions of these women are markedly different form
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ones in magazines with male readers. Instead of wearily accepting a vague sense of duty or
sacrifice, the female in this ad decided to participate in war work and is happy about her choice.
She is smiling and excited, and the ad’s bright colors make the message lighthearted instead of
serious. By creating female characters whose implied motivation for working was a chance for
new experiences and a way to directly affect the outcome of the war, Pennsylvania Railroad
presents the viewer with a woman worker whose identity and motivation for working was
complex. Still displaying warmth and compassion, this war worker is professional. She shows
the work of femininity through makeup and styled hair, but is still able to do her work “quite
capably.” The cultural work of these images presents working as an exciting opportunity.
Creating a tribute to the woman worker, this ad celebrates women without the heaviness and
somberness of other ads, and demonstrates women workers who appear to have chosen their job
based on actual interest rather than obligation. By showing the woman worker actively engaged
in war work and interacting with both customers and co-workers, this ad is portraying more than
a woman pretending to work or an embodiment of the mythical patriotic heroine.

Another example of the chance for excitement and opportunity as motivating forces is
shown a Tangee advertisement (Figure 9). The composition of this ad, specifically the placement
of the woman climbing into the plane higher than the observer, reinforces a sense of adventure
and new experience. Since this woman is located above the camera and waves down, the viewer
would see nearly the same thing as the woman who is on the ground, making it natural to feel a

connection to the situation. In this way the creators of the advertisement appeal to women’s

5 Pennsylvania Railroad Advertisement, Ladies Home Journal, March 1944, 102.
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“fine, independent spirit”®' and use encountering new events as a way to attract potential war
workers. Reinforcing excitement as a motivating force is the content of the ad, which shows both
women happy and actively engaged in wartime service with the Women’s Airforce Service
Pilots, or WASPS. The creators of this ad also use teamwork to encourage reinforce relationships
with others instead of displaying the woman standing alone. By using lighthearted appeals to
friendship and adventure when portraying these women, Tangee lipstick questions traditional
gender roles, presenting military service as an obvious choice for American women. Linking
femininity with their product, Tangee explains how lipstick “symbolizes one of the reasons we
are fighting ... the precious right of women to be feminine and lovely — under any
circumstance.”® Reinforcing connections to feminine beauty even as these women were
volunteering for non-combatant military service challenged traditional assumptions linking
virility and masculinity with national service. By presenting two active females along with their
product, Tangee actively supports consumers who work in the WASPS while also linking their
product with adventure.

Lipstick was an important product because even though food, metal, and other products
were being rationed, this cosmetic was still produced. In her article exploring American WWII
culture though the lens of makeup, Page Dougherty Delano argues “makeup could be a sign of
female agency that included sexual power and citizenship and as such was disruptive of

63 Questioning the historical linkages with makeup to

wartime’s masculine codes of power.
women in public and assumptions of sexual promiscuity, Delano demonstrates women used

lipstick during WWII to assert agency or resistance, in her opinion making them *“good citizens.”

%! Tangee Lipstick Advertisement, Ladies Home Journal Mar. 1944, 102.

52 Tangee Lipstick Advertisement, Ladies Home Journal, March 1944, 102,

63 Page Dougherty Delano, “Making up for War: Sexuality and Citizenship in Wartime Culture,”
Feminist Studies 26 (2000), 33.
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Linking nationalism with participatory resistance instead of obedience, she presents an American
woman for whom “deed and action are joined” to subvert “numbing conformity,” arguing that
makeup and lipstick were indications of sexual agency. For women workers during WWII, active
participation in public life did not mean downplaying femininity or conforming to a flattened
definition of patriotism. Instead, wearing lipstick served as an indication of complex identity and
a specific type of nationalism that embraced the discussion, disagreements, and contradictions
inherent in public life. In this definition of patriotism, subverting governmental and corporate
appeals to traditional gender roles is a key element of being a “good America citizen.”

Another way to emphasize direct contribution to the war effort was through the depiction
of women workers in actual physical locations such as factories or plants, shown in the following
advertisement for the Chrysler Corporation (Figure 10). Similarly emphasizing teamwork and
friendship, the content and composition of this ad reinforce this idea. This image depicts groups

8% Women on

of women at a tables working on the “quantity production of essential equipment
the left side drill metal in upright booths. The tables recede to the back wall, and windows line
the right side of the image. By displaying the entire factory, including the ceiling, lighting, floor,
and specific machinery, the creétors of this advertisement ground these women in a defined place
and connect them to tangible contributions to the war. Content-wise, the ad reinforces the idea
that women were motivated because of opportunity by linking work with education and
presenting the job as a place to learn. By placing the illustrated chalkboard next to the factory
and calling the training program a school, the creators of this advertisement imply women will

acquire new skills and be challenged in a different way. This ad is much less glamorized than the

first two and presents a realistic portrayal of daily factory life, including honest representations

e Chrysler Advertisement, Better Homes and Gardens, August 1943, 5.
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of women workers who are different ages and are not idealized. However, even with this
stripped-down, factual presentation, creators still link women to other workers and show them
actively engaged in their work. By displaying the entire factory and using real women with
varying identities, the Chrysler Corporation directly connected the contributions of female
personnel to the war and attempted to encourage viewers to take war jobs by using opportunity
as a motivating force. Through this ad, Chrysler presents itself as a patriotic American
corporation, giving women the chance to learn new skills and also producing important war
products for soldiers. Reminding viewers Chrysler was active in the war, it established consumer
goodwill and linked its brand with providing opportunities for women.

Private advertisers used complex conceptions of feminine identity while still addressing
real concerns of potential workers instead of relying on formula fiction to create stereotypical
situations. I do not wish to argue that generic conceptions of the woman worker never appeared
in women’s magazines. Certainly they did. However, the greater range of characteristics
represented in women’s magazines compared to magazines whose readers included women and
men shows that advertisers felt complex identities would give them a broader range of appeal to
viewers and potential workers. While it is difficult to know how many of these companies
employed women in positions where they had an influence over the creation of these
advertisements, it is clear from the varied and complex characteristics presented that advertisers
knew all-female audiences would best respond to portrayals of women workers that were in line
with their own concerns and identities.

By using women with obvious physical strength in portrayals of women workers, private
advertisers embrace multi-faceted definitions of femininity and attempt to appeal to a wide

variety of possible employees. The woman in this Norge advertisement (Figure 11) exemplifies
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complex characteristics of womanhood that did not appear in magazines for male viewers.
Compositionally the ad uses the strong diagonal line of the woman’s right arm to link her body
to the machine on which she works in a direct manner. Her left arm is similarly connected to the
machine, forming a diagonal of a smaller degree. These intersecting diagonal lines give the ad
movement, implying this woman is a hard worker, and also showcase her strength. The content
of the ad reinforces this message of complex identity by depicting physical traits that are not
stereotypically feminine, such as large arms and hands, wide shoulders, a strong jaw line. Her
focused facial expression is not necessarily masculine but is markedly different from previous
ads because she is in a specific location, we are shown the entire machine, and she is not
depicted as motivated by the idea of a boyfriend or husband. By presenting a woman worker
who does not fit generic ideas of feminine beauty and whose reasons for working are not
instantly classified as dutiful sacrifice, advertisers use complex femininities to motivate a wide
range of potential women workers. This image is especially interesting because it is an ad for
household appliances. Smaller pictures of a kitchen, a store, and the Army-Navy “E” flag present
their brand as reliable and committed to the war effort. However, the box around these smaller
images and the woman workers’ direct interaction with her factory environment seems to
completely separate her form this smaller kitchen. While Norge is selling their name and brand,
they do not present a woman imagining a new kitchen or even standing in a kitchen after work.
Instead, the only woman is actually in the act of working, and on top of that is portrayed with
complex femininity.

Through depicting representations of women actively engaged in war service who do not
show the work of femininity, General Electric used supposedly realistic identities to connect with

female viewers, shown in an ad from 1943 (Figure 12). While these images are presented to the
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viewer as honest and natural, appearing to strike a balance between overly sexualized and overly
patriotic, they also operate culturally by linking youthfulness, whiteness, and attractiveness with
war work. This ad exemplifies supposedly realistic female identities through both composition
and content, and is especially interesting compared to an ad by the same company in the
Saturday Evening Post that uses patriotism and duty as formula fiction. The tone of this ad
presents itself as straightforward and rational, approaching potential viewers in a direct manner.
Working alone but not laden with heavy patriotism, this woman is matter-of-fact and
professional. Compositionally, the worker’s shoulders are directly square to the camera, showing
confidence and standing in a position that would be appropriate when using an industrial
machine. The angle of this woman’s head is also important; she looks down instead of merely
posing at the machine for the camera. In terms of content, clear markers of the work of
femininity are absent from this advertisement as she wears no lipstick or nail polish. Her hair
messily tied up in a handkerchief, GE links her to other easily recognized pictures of Rosie the
Riveter. Through the use of straightforward depictions of women workers rather than
overemphasizing beauty and sexuality, advertisers appeal to female viewers who may have
easily overlooked idealized visual stereotypes.

Central to the success of the womanpower campaign was getting men onboard to support
their wives, sisters, mothers, and girlfriends taking war work. For this reason, the rélationship
between men and women in wartime advertisements was of central importance. While
magazines with male viewers had to strike a delicate balance between recruiting women and
easing male fears about gender roles, women’s magazines provided a space to directly appeal to

women. Private advertisers recruited potential workers by presenting men as equals with similar
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concerns of success, as husbands who were supportive of women workers, or as husbands who
could potentially object to wives working. Through these relationships with men, private
advertisers indicated women were capable of thriving in an industrial work environment outside
the home, but also admitted complicated marital situations and gave women tools to deal with
them.

By presenting men as co-workers who were equally concerned with success on the job,
private advertisers showed women viewers they would be welcome in areas of industry or civil
service that had traditionally been considered male domains. One example of gender equality is
shown in an A&P advertisement that depicts all four workers standing in a line squarely facing
the viewer, arms linked and feet in step (Figure 13). By placing the women on the same level and
showing them in the same stance as the men, the creators of this ad show that relationships with
men will be as equals and co-workers. The content of the ad supports this reading by portraying
all four workers wearing uniforms, and one man and woman wearing a worker’s pin.
Additionally, all four hold lunch pails and walk away from a distant factory. A&P used their ad
space to emphasize nutrition when working, offering their product as a way to boost “your health
on the job.”*® All four workers are healthy and active; they have worked a long day but
miraculously do not seem a bit tired. While this advertisement admittedly displays both war
work and relationships with men in a way that is overly idealistic, it is important to note its
cultural work as a visual image. By presenting potential workers with a situation of gender
equality, A&P assured female viewers they would not be unwelcome or intimidated in work
environments; subverting established gender roles that assumed male dominance in public

spheres.

8 A&KP Advertisement, Ladies Home Journal, February 1944, 117.
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In addition to presenting equality outside the home, advertisers promoted balanced
relationships with men inside the home as well, shown in an [vory Snow advertisement (Figure
14). Compositionally, the ad uses strong diagonals in the first two images of the man and woman
to present tension and reinforce the idea that they are arguing. In the final image they end up
back to back, celebrating the completion of a household chore. Content wise, the man is helping
by holding a dishtowel in the first image and being concerned about the type of soap. He wears
an apron and is responsible for his part of “the second shift.” This is not to say housework is
instantly an equally shared duty; the man is not burning his hands and is instead urging his wife
to hurry as she washes the dishes. However, advertisers directly speak to women’s doubts about
working all day and still being in charge at home by presenting a husband who is clearly
comfortable in the kitchen and is actively willing to help with chores. By linking their household
product with efficiency and even pleasure (in the last picture the woman appears to be singing),
Ivory Snow presents its product as the obvious choice for women who work “the swing shift and
the kitchen shift.” By emphasizing relationships with men that imply steps towards equality, the
images in this ad connect Ivory Snow with gender progress, while still urging women to buy
their product.

While some ads displayed automatic equality with men, advertisers in wartime magazines
realized the complexities of shifting gender roles and the potential problems working could
create between married couples. By including an ad that specifically lays out steps about what to
say to potential objections, Kleenex directly interprets the WAC campaign urging women to talk
to their husbands and provides an example for other female readers to follow (Figure 15).
Compositionally, the creators of this ad recognize the husband’s role as the stereotypical

decision-maker of the household by placing him in front of the woman and larger than her in all
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four frames where they are pictured together. The woman is off to the side, often in profile, or is
much smaller in the background. However, she is compositionally dominant in the second to last
frame because she faces the viewer, takes up more space, and is located in front of the man. In
this way the ad shows the contested nature of arguments facing married couples about wartime
work. The text of the ad tells the viewer that the woman succeeded in getting “her” way, simply
by saying a certain thing to convince her husband. Placing only a small image of the product at
the bottom of the page and adding the Womanpower campaign logo alongside it, Kleenex linked
its brand with government messages. By specifically asking women to take wartime jobs and
addressing possible barriers, the company directly addresses difficulties laid out by the WAC.
They are also able to explain how their own products are helping in the war effort. While this
ad’s depiction of argument may be overly simplistic, it attempted to reach women whose spouses
were uncomfortable with the idea of war work and who may have otherwise given up on the
conversation. Once female viewers knew other husbands were at first resistant to their wives
leaving the home, their own struggles would seem more manageable and they could find
reassurance that private businesses still wanted them to apply.

Since creators of ads in women’s magazines did not have to take into account the
opinions of male viewers or fear alienating them as possible consumers, advertisers were able to
place women in situations that directly threatened established gender roles and thus would have
been considered unacceptable to place in magazines such as Life and the Saturday Evening Post.
Specifically, by implying women were motivated by excitement and opportunity, portraying
complex femininities, and presenting relationships with men that emphasize equality, these
images of women workers show a marked contrast from magazines with male readers. By using

realistic and complicated representations of women, private advertisers built upon already-
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established modes of visual communication to maintain goodwill with female consumers and
connect with them in ways that would motivate them to take war work. Presenting women whose
motivation and social roles were not monolithic, advertisers promoted a type of citizenship and
American identity that directly opposed the vague, obligatory patriotism of government
propaganda and general audience advertisements. Embracing the complexities and contradictions
inherent in public life, these portrayals of women workers feature femininities that are multi-

faceted and accurately reflect the layered social roles for American women during WWIIL.
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Conclusion

As a quasi-governmental organization that distributed literature for OWI and WMC
information campaigns, the WAC had to balance its appeals to private magazine advertisers with
its commitment to state-sponsored propaganda. In order to recruit businesses to provide ad space
for the Womanpower campaign, the council created pamphlets and booklets outlining the best
way to appeal to potential woman workers. These bulletins encouraged advertisers to recruit
females using methods that were firmly rooted in established gender roles, assuming women as
home-makers, physically weaker, and possessed of innate feminine ability. While some
pamphlets do encourage layered identities, WAC literature mainly relies on shallow patriotic
duty as the main motivation.

Creators of advertisements in general audience magazines interpreted advice from the
WAC by reinforcing established gender roles in their portrayal of the woman worker, By
presenting Rosies who were motivated by patriotic duty, encouraging generic feminine identities,
and representing unequal relationships with men, these advertisers presented an idealized version
of the American home that was strongly linked to women’s domesticity. In presenting their
products as something to look forward to after the war, private businesses linked postwar
prosperity with the assumption that women were only working for the duration. Using
patriotism, duty, and sacrifice as assumed motivations for women workers was key to the success
of these advertisements in general audience magazines because the images reinforced established
gender roles. Creators of ads had to balance appeals to female viewers without alienating
potential male consumers. The idea of a supposedly perfect American home was a powerful and
necessary marketing tool that encouraged women to buy vacuums, refrigerators, and other

appliances after the war.
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While private advertisers in women’s magazines also had to promote their brand name
and products, these businesses chose to depict women workers in a way that actively challenged
established gender roles. In portraying females who approached working as an opportunity,
promoting complex femininities, and encouraging equality in relationships with men, advertisers
in these magazines created images that markedly contrast those also seen by male viewers. By
linking their products with excitement, layered female identities, and gender equity, businesses
built upon already-established modes of communication that successfully sold products to
women. Since men were not potential viewers, advertisers were able to promote private
businesses without flattening the image of the woman worker into a mythical cultural icon such
as the patriotic heroine or sex kitten.

Through a close visual culture analysis of representations of women workers, it is clear
these images functioned on many levels to urge consumers to buy products as well as honor the
wartime effort. Advertising agencies were not monolithic entities that promoted a unified
representation of the woman worker. Instead, creators appealed to many different values,
including patriotism, adventure, opportunity, and economic gain. Presenting their own products
as well as promoting government propaganda, advertisers interpreted WAC literature differently
depending on their intended audience. Building upon strategies of communication that were
already thoroughly entrenched in their visual vocabulary, private advertisers actively shaped
images of women workers in ways that would best appeal to anticipated consumers,

Understanding the historiography of what is considered “feminine” is important because
it allows us to step back and understand the arbitrary nature of our own systems of reference.
Media images play a role in our personal constructions of what we consider appropriate,

desirable, fashionable, acceptable, inspiring, or undesirable. They give us reference points and
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markers, indications of how we “should” look, examples of role models. Advertisements are
especially revealing of a particular moment in our national psyche because they reveal the
strongest fears and desires of the population; or, more specifically, they reveal what the creators
of the ads perceive to be American’s strongest fears and desires. While the ultimate aim of an ad
is always to sell a product, advertisers intentionally craft their message to appeal to a certain
group of people. During WWII, shifting gender roles threatened established definitions of
American identity, definitions that advertisers and the government had great interest in
maintaining. However, the fact that businesses chose to appeal to complex feminine identities
when communicating directly with women shows that advertisers could not ignore or downplay
expanding gender roles.

[ initially undertook this research because images of women have always held my
interest. Contemporary media depictions of women in advertisements are deeply troubling to me
because they promote obscene standards of thinness, assume female and male viewers are
overwhelmingly shallow, and utilize overly simplistic identities; yet ads still present all of this as
something desirable. Even with my own inclination to analyze these images and tendency to
mock them, these present-day representations of women influence my own ideas of beauty,
success, and identity.

Images of women workers interested me because I could easily think of the famous “We
Can Do It” Rosie the Riveter government propaganda poster, but had no idea where this
depiction had started or why. Almost any American could identify Rosie the Riveter; how did a
cultural image attain that kind of instant recognition even 70 years after it was created? I was
interested in whether Rosie was intentionally crafted by one advertising agency or created by the

government. For me, women workers during WWII were historical inspirations of female
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strength and ability. However, I found it upsetting that their active participation in traditionally
male industries had not led to massive leaps forward in gender equality. When [ started this
project I thought women had returned en masse to the home once the war ended, effectively
undoing their wartime work. I was also bothered by the pervasive legacy of the 1950°s housewife
and the overall conservatism of postwar America. How could these women make such a drastic
change in only five years?

It seemed the government, advertisers, and businesses had all collaborated to use women
for their own purposes during the war, assuming women would instantly be on board to sacrifice
during the war then immediately return to the home. But as I began researching, I realized I had
made the mistake of assuming a one-dimensional conception of the woman worker. I had
flattened her into a single image, a single representation, and a single monolithic entity. While I
had questioned her origin and what her creators wanted from her, I had never considered that
there were multiple images of women workers used by both advertisers and the government. [
also realized how instrumental it was to conclude that the government and media had “used”
women; | had assumed women as passive observers and absorbers of information and completely
oversimplified women’s own active participation in American life. At the beginning of my
project I had no idea that the U.S. government and large businesses were so intimately connected
during WWIL. I knew the government had created wartime propaganda and many businesses
changed their production, but the letters among leaders of government, business, and advertising
revealed far more intricate connections. Before starting this project I did not understand the
concept of a cultural myth and had also never analyzed historical images using visual culture

studies. Learning about both these things were very exciting for me as a historian.
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After analyzing the portrayal of women workers in U.S. advertisements, it is clear
representations of women and conceptions of gender roles were highly complex and functioned
on many levels. While these images attempted to shape public opinion, they were not
intentionally didactic and were more concerned with selling producté than in promoting a
monolithic conception of feminine identity. The historical legacy of Rosie the Riveter is the
woman who could do it all, who worked six days a week in a factory and still took care of her
children while her husband was off at war, who sacrificed it all for America. But the complex
depictions of women workers presents a much more nuanced conception of the citizens who
actively participated in WWII war work. Through researching and writing this thesis I learned a
great deal about the complexities of gender relations in the United States, and about my own
personal biases when judging what is “masculine” or “feminine.” Analyzing visual
representations of the women worker during WWII has given me insight into contemporary
advertising tools and revealed my own tendencies to oversimplify historical and present-day
gender identity. After exploring a seemingly straightforward advertisement and understanding
the cultural and social ideas it promoted, I am much more conscious of the narratives and
characteristics advertisers are asking me to relate to in my own life. I am also more acutely aware
of who is absent from images in American history: there was only one woman of color in any
advertisement featuring female workers, even though these women actively participated in war
work. Through this project I have gained a deeper appreciation for the multiple and layered
conceptions of gender roles occurring during WWII and postwar America. This has helped me
develop a more complete understanding of American identity, social expectations, and cultural

value systems that are rooted in our nation’s history.
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