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ABSTRACT 

Throughout time, Rosie the Riveter has become a feminist icon, but what is it that 

makes Rosie so memorable to women in the United States? The purpose of this study is 

to analyze popular print representations of women during World War I and World War II 

in the United States using Charles Peirce’s triadic model of semiotics of the 

representamen, interpretent, and referent. The 55 print images used for this study feature 

women and their roles in the war, and reflect persuasive strategies used during these time 

periods. By taking a critical approach and using a liberal feminist lens, I propose five 

common categories of symbolic representations of women in media such as posters, 

magazines, and newspapers. These include: (a) women’s submission to stereotypical 

gender roles; (b) objectification of women to sell goods; (c) presentation of women and 

femininity as needing saving or reassurance by a strong man; (d) women’s competence 

and hard work during the wars; and (e) hyper-femininity.  
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

When recalling women’s participation in World War II, it seems common to 

reminisce about Rosie the Riveter, viewing her as a symbol for American women during 

the war. Growing up, I remember J. Howard Miller’s “We Can Do It!” poster hung in my 

fifth-grade math teacher’s classroom. This was the first time I saw the image, though I 

have since seen it on many t-shirts, paintings, and posters. In a recent graduate seminar, I 

recalled the poster in my teacher’s office, and thought deeply about what the image 

actually represents for women and men. It sparked a curiosity to understand why this 

image is still iconic today. Surely, there were other popular images of women from the 

time period; what is it about Rosie that has made her into a modern-day feminist symbol? 

The “We Can Do It” poster, commissioned by the Westinghouse Company's War 

Production Coordinating Committee, did not even identify or refer to the woman in the 

poster as Rosie. The reason we tend to think of this poster as Rosie the Riveter is because 

of a 1943 Norman Rockwell painting featured on the cover of the Saturday Evening Post 

titled “Rosie the Riveter.” The painting depicts a full-figured woman in factory work 

gear, sitting in a masculine fashion with her knees spread apart. However, this may have 

had some resemblance to Miller’s earlier poster of a cleaner, thinner, and more adorned 

woman flexing her arm. It is said to have been inspired by a 1940s tune “Rosie the 

Riveter.” This recently famous poster did not gain worldwide recognition until about the 

mid-1980s (Kimble & Olson, 2006), which discredits the contemporary myth that Rosie 

was used during the second world war to rally national support, or that the poster was 
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used during the Second World War to rally national support, or that the poster was 

created by the United States government. It is much more likely, according to Kimble and 

Olson, that she was only seen by Westinghouse men and women working in the factories 

during World War II.  

Only a limited circle of academics, but not the general public, remember these 

historical details in recent times. This project is important because as time passes, 

historical events have the capacity to become lost in translation or mispresented, such as 

Howard Miller’s “We Can Do It!” poster, commonly recognized in contemporary society 

as Rosie the Riveter. These details are important for feminists to keep in mind. There has 

also been much debate surrounding whether World War II was an empowering time for 

women, given that many lost their jobs after the men returned home from war (Anderson, 

1982; Honey, 1984). While the events and even excitement surrounding women’s role in 

World War II may be seen as liberating for women in contemporary history, and Rosie is 

often used as a feminist icon associated with the perceived empowerment of women 

during the Second World War, further analysis is necessary to consider the complexity of 

the period in regard to women’s representation in images intended to persuade and their 

potential effects on women. 

The misappropriation of feminism, commonly used as a marketing appeal to 

young women and girls, along with the massive amounts of money spent on marketing 

and advertising per year is a cause of concern. According to an article in Forbes, $72.09 

billion is spent each year on digital advertising in the United States alone as of 2016 

(Katz, 2016). Online advertising, or digital advertising, has become more popular with 
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the rise of new technologies, surpassing traditional television advertisement spending for 

the first time in 2016 (Katz, 2016). According to Advertising Age, the top 200 advertisers, 

including companies such as Amazon, Proctor & Gamble, and AT&T, spent a total 

altogether of $142.5 billion in the United States on advertising in 2015 (Johnson, 2016). 

The Always “Like A Girl” campaign, which began in 2014, is an example of recent 

marketplace feminism, which can include everything from feminist t-shirts to feminist 

underwear, as Zeisler (2014) points out in her recent book, We Were Feminists Once: 

from riot grrrl to covergirl, the buying and selling of a political movement. Zeisler takes 

on the commodification of feminism as well as the hypocrisy it typically encompasses. 

Women in contemporary society can easily buy a t-shirt that says “feminist,” at trendy 

fashion retailers who market their edgy and progressive “feminist” items. However, some 

of these retailers have faced backlash for making their clothes in sweatshops that offer 

extremely poor working conditions for their employees, including women and children, 

such as the Bangladesh factory that collapsed and killed roughly 1,200 workers in 2013 

(Malik & Yardley, 2013). Scott Nova, an executive director at the time for a labor rights 

group, Workers Rights Consortium, was quoted in an article for The New York Times on 

the day of the incident as saying: “The front-line responsibility is the government’s, but 

the real power lies with Western brands and retailers, beginning with the biggest players: 

Walmart, H & M, Inditex, Gap and others.”  

I do not view slogan tees and trendy feminist apparel as inherently bad in nature; 

however, commodification and misrepresentation of a movement for the sake of selling a 

product is problematic. Several second and third-wave feminists have written extensively 
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about transnational and global feminism, yet a disconnect remains between brands’ use of 

“women’s empowerment” for marketing purposes and a feminism representative of 

betterment for all women.  

There has also been much debate about media’s effects on viewers and 

consumers. Recently, researchers have found that “the more that regular readers are 

involved in a magazine or newspaper, the greater will be the effect of the (print) 

advertising carried by the publication” (Tipps, Berger, & Weinberg, 2016, p. 69) This is 

important to consider because during the two world wars, advertising and governmental 

agencies had many opportunities and avenues to affect audiences, though it is impossible 

to measure the extent of that influence. While the use of mass persuasive appeals became 

prominent in the U.S. in the First World War, “the [second] war caused intense concern 

about the persuasive powers of the mass media and their potential for directly altering 

attitudes and behaviors” (Jowett & O’Donnell, 1986, p. 126). Jowett and O’Donnell 

recall that “mass media were used in ways they had never been used before to 

propagandize entire populations to new heights of patriotism, commitment to the war 

effort, and hatred of the enemy” (p. 122). 

The primary intent of this thesis is to analyze how persuasive print messages in 

the United States during World War I and World War II were used to not only sell the 

war, but also sell products using themes of war and women’s role in the war. I will begin 

with a discussion of persuasion and persuasive appeals as related but also distinctive from 

propaganda. This section will be followed by an overview of women’s roles and 
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representations in World War I and World War II, including the mass advertisement 

campaign aimed at women during the Second World War by the U.S. Magazine Bureau.  
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CHAPTER II 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Because World War I was the first war of its kind in terms of new media capable 

of targeting a mass audience, and the involvement of over 30 nations, it presented a 

unique opportunity for the large-scale distribution of images and text designed to 

influence people’s thoughts and emotions. This massive undertaking required the 

placement of persuasive messages in newspapers, film, photographs, books, posters, and 

advertisements. Cooperation between the government and citizens was seen as essential 

to the U.S. war success, and the path was paved by presenting the enemy as “the other” to 

gain public support and reinforce a sense of patriotism and commitment to the war 

(Jowett & O’Donnell, 1986). Shover (1975) writes that “certainly wartime provides a test 

for sex-role identities as ‘true men’ prepare to give up their lives and ‘true women’ 

prepare to give up their men” (p. 472). 

Distinguishing between Propaganda and Persuasion 

The focus of this thesis is on wartime persuasive messages aimed at women as 

both consumers and citizens. However, it is important to note that such persuasive 

messages were often referred to at the time as “propaganda,” a term originally coined by 

the Roman Catholic Church in the early 15th century, leading to the establishment of the 

Congregatio de Propaganda fide, or Congregation for the Propaganda of Faith, in 1622 by 

the Vatican (Black, 2001). The church viewed this as essential to spread the ideas and 

mission of the Catholic faith. In the 17th century, propaganda began to have a negative 

connotation and be seen as immoral. World War I solidified this negative connotation, as 
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“the forces of propaganda, public relations, and psychological warfare had become 

inextricably intertwined in the public’s mind” (p. 122).  

Lippmann (1922), writing shortly after the First World War, stated: “[W]hat is 

propaganda, if not the effort to alter the picture to which men respond, to substitute one 

social pattern for another?” This suggests Lippmann viewed propaganda as not just the 

alteration of thoughts or sociocultural relevancy, but creating a specific change in 

behavior, or social patterns. A few years later, Laswell (1927) elaborated by defining 

propaganda as “the control of opinion by significant symbols, or, so to speak, more 

concretely and less accurately, by stories, rumors, reports, pictures and other forms of 

social communication” (p. 627). According to Black (2001), Laswell was the first scholar 

to attempt a concrete definition that offered “some degree of validity and reliability in 

studies of the phenomenon” (p. 123).  

Bernays (1928) held a less sinister view of “propaganda,” arguing that it should 

not be seen as a mechanism to control people but rather as a tool that increases the 

salience of certain ideas or products. He wrote in his book Propganda  that “[t]o avoid … 

confusion, society consents to have its choice narrowed to ideas and objects brought to its 

attention through propaganda of all kinds” (p. 39). Bernays viewed all professional fields, 

including manufacturing, finance, education, health and politics as needing the help of 

“propaganda” in order to be successful and gain public support. Bernays’ definition of 

what he referred to as “modern propaganda” was not unlike what today would be called 

public relations: “a consistent, enduring effort to create or shape events to influence the 

relations of the public to an enterprise, idea or group” (p. 52).  



Texas Tech University, Easton Wollney, August 2017 

 
 

8 

While Bernays defined propaganda as a benign choice (and even a necessity) to 

engage with and influence various target audiences, other scholars writing later in time, 

such as Ellul (1965), have taken a more critical approach. Ellul views propaganda as an 

orchestrated “manipulation of psychological symbols having goals of which the listener 

is not conscious” (p. xi); its approaches could include “psychological action,” 

“psychological warfare,” “re-education and brainwashing,” and “public and human 

relations” (p. xiii). He also writes that “the force of propaganda is an attack against men. 

The question is to determine how great is the danger” (p. xvi). Most importantly, Ellul 

argues that propaganda always occurs in a sociological context, requiring interaction 

among individuals within groups, and that it reflects a prolonged effort, unlike any 

isolated short-term persuasive message. It “surrounds the individual without pause from 

morning to night, from childhood to old age, in all that he reads, sees, hears, without 

giving him respite, a moment to pause, think, catch his breath” (p. 280). Ellul saw 

propaganda as requiring several different channels over time in order to succeed, 

however, “through one channel or another, the same alienation is produced by any 

propaganda” (p. 172). He goes on to write: 

When propaganda makes the individual participate in a collective movement, it 
not only makes him share in an artificial activity, but also evokes in him a 
psychology of participation…it is the creation of mass psychology, with man’s 
individual psychology integrated into the crowd (p. 172).  
 

Propaganda reflects era-specific social, political, and economic perspectives to 

encourage populations to adopt certain beliefs, which in the case of war usually entail a 

negative view of the enemy (McCrann, 2009). By portraying the enemy as threatening to 
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the safety or freedom of the U.S., government officials could garner public support. 

McCrann writes: “An examination of propaganda posters as public art makes it apparent 

that a successful propaganda poster surrounds its artistic forms with elements of social 

influence and authority that are aimed at its target audience” (p. 55). Therefore, creating a 

consensus through the use of propaganda requires an agreeable interpretation by mass 

audiences, reflective of the cultural and social aspects of the era. Propaganda by deed, or 

propaganda of the deed, is a phrase created by the Italian anarchists Ericco Malatesta, 

Carlo Cafiero, and Emilio Covelli in July of 1876 (Garrison, 2004). Modern-day 

propaganda by deed involves an action that accompanies propaganda, which requires the 

act to “have a purpose and that the purpose is made known to the populous” (p. 266).  

The literature above suggests that propaganda requires persuasion and a multitude 

of persuasive appeals; however, not all persuasion may be considered propaganda. 

O’Keefe (2015) outlines five common features of persuasion, as follows: (a) Was the 

attempt to influence successful? (b) Does the persuader have intent to influence and 

persuade the audience? (c) Is there freedom of choice, or free will on behalf of the 

audience member? (d) Is communication involved? and (e) Is there a change in the 

mental state of the audience member, or person being persuaded? (O’Keefe, 2015). An 

act may still be classified as persuasion without necessarily containing all five elements 

listed above, but O’Keefe offers these features as paradigm cases, or widely agreed upon 

instances of persuasion without offering a strict definition as to avoid gray areas of what 

constitutes persuasion.  

Aligning Advertising and PR 
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Because most of the images analyzed in this thesis transcend is a typical “selling” 

approach, I will discuss the complex distinction between advertising and public relations, 

two different sub-fields in the field of communication. Both typically encompass 

persuasive messages. One major difference between them is that the goal of public 

relations is to produce or maintain a favorable reputation, while the goal of advertising is 

to increase sales (Roca & Tena, 2012). However, Schmidt and Hitchon (2001) point out 

that so-called “alignment ads” sometimes encompass the functions of both advertising 

and PR. They define alignment ads as “distinguished from public service ads and much 

advocacy advertising by their dual focus. Both the brand and issue are actively promoted 

in the ad” (p. 433).    

In more recent years, such alignment between Pr and advertising has become 

common in social marketing, which includes advancing social ideas or causes through 

advertisements. The Always “Like A Girl” campaign is one example. But this approach 

is not new. During WWI and WWII, the social issue would include supporting or joining 

the United States military. Advertisements and publicity do not always share the same 

level of credibility, though, because “ads tend to be viewed as deceptive and biased; 

publicity is a more credible form of communication because a reporter is not paid by or 

beholden to the advertiser” (p. 444). When companies promote or show support for a 

popular social cause, often through the channel of advertising, they are also helping to 

create a positive public image for themselves.  

For the purpose of this thesis, I will use O’Keefe’s five elements of persuasion to 

discuss wartime persuasive messages discussed above, which often do not fit the all-
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encompassing and controlling nature of propaganda. However, like propaganda, 

persuasive appeals generally contain calls to action, attempting not only to alter the 

attitudes of the audience, but also to elicit a certain change in behavior. Wartime 

advertisements, for example, often include calls to action in hopes that consumers will 

not only form favorable views of a certain product or the war effort, but ultimately will 

make a purchase or a decision to support the war effort—, and associate this support with 

a positive view of the brand.  

To be effective, persuasive appeals also have to be culturally relevant. As such, 

they often rely on myths, which Barthes (1973) defines as a type of speech possessing 

historical limits within a system of communication. He writes that “some objects become 

the prey of mythical speech for a while, then they disappear, others take their place and 

attain the status of myth … for it is human history which converts reality into speech” (p. 

261). Barthes viewed verbal and visual myths as providing natural justification for the 

historical realities defined by humanity (1973).  

The review of the literature and analysis that follow will directly or indirectly 

reference Barthes’ conceptualization of myths as well as O’Keefe’s five relevant 

elements of persuasion. 

Women in WWI: Historical Overview 

 To gain public support for the First World War, the U.S. government tasked 

George Creel with creating the Department of Pictorial Publicity under the U.S. 

government’s Committee of Public Information (Shover, 1975). In explaining the 

persuasive tactics of the time, Grayzel (2002) writes that “the defence of women and 

children, of family and honour, became one important way to define the reasons for war 
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on the Allied side” (p. 9). According to Shover, posters were the most effective media to 

reach a mass audience in the U.S. during this time period. Poster depictions of women in 

World War I images fell into two main categories: (a) women getting involved in service 

jobs and directly participating in war efforts, and (b) women as symbolic figures, used as 

a means of evoking positive emotional responses to gain wartime support. Those tasked 

with developing persuasive messaging developed a relationship during World War I, 

which continued into World War II. Shover writes that “the problem of the poster 

propagandist was eased by relying on traditional advertising and artistic categories which 

has demonstrated effectiveness in commercial work” (p. 472). This may explain why 

persuasive messages during these time periods resemble one another and use similar 

techniques.  

Though historically women had always aided men in various different ways 

during times of war, WWI images, intended to grab women’s attention and offer them 

encouragement, contained some unique elements (Shover, 1975). First, Grayzel (2009) 

states, “as women’s work was deemed more instrumental to victory, the range of their 

work expanded, and so government posters tried to recruit them to a variety of tasks” (p. 

13). However, Shover argues, because of the strength of male-run unions, middle-class 

women’s temporary entry into the workforce was nonthreatening to male wages or access 

to jobs, which may be one of the reasons it did not result in protests from men in the U.S. 

Grayzel (2009) further states: 

Living in a neutral nation at the start of the war, women in the United 
States came surprisingly quickly to play a role in promoting the war… 
Such images both ignored the real-life service of women in the Navy and 
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elsewhere and played upon the idea of women serving as rewards, 
particularly sexual rewards, for male valor (p. 21). 

The war was especially problematic for first-wave feminists pushing for suffrage 

and other social changes, and many deemed them selfish for refusing to give up their 

demands during wartime; yet, some feminists saw this moment as an opportunity to 

demonstrate that feminism and patriotism did not have to be mutually exclusive, 

temporarily setting aside their own work to organize volunteers, help in factories, and 

offer aid on farms (Grayzel, 2009; McCammon, Campbell, Granberg, & Mowery, 2001). 

However, Shover writes: “The posters were designed to channel women’s enthusiasm 

and commitment but at the cost of completely submerging feminist values. Virtually 

nothing about the war effort was directly intended or planned to advance the status of 

women” (p. 473). Nevertheless, first-wave feminists persisted in advancing a feminist 

agenda focused on seeking suffrage—holding protests in front of the White House and 

participating in hunger strikes. Shortly after the war, public opinion finally turned in their 

favor. The Nineteenth Amendment, giving women the right to vote, was ratified in 1921, 

though 15 states had already granted women full suffrage before 1920, beginning with 

Wyoming in 1869 (McCammon et al., 2001). Some researchers saw the war as a 

“circumstance that increased the number of suffrage political allies” (p. 54), thus leading 

to a greater acceptance of women’s suffrage.   

World War I was also unique in that it provided an opportunity for African-

Americans employed in domestic service or custodial occupations to branch out. The 

number of African-American women working service jobs decreased from 1910 to 1920, 
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“while the number employed in fields ranging from office work to semi-skilled 

manufacturing workers increased markedly” (Grayzel, 2002, p. 33-34). 

Consequently, several thousand women became directly involved with the U.S. 

military during World War I. Approximately 2,000 women between 18 and 35 (the 

eligible age range) enlisted as volunteers to the U.S. Navy, serving at Naval Districts 

across the U.S at the time of America’s entry into the war in 1917. This number increased 

to 11,000 by 1918. Moreover, 403 army nurses were on duty the day the U.S. entered the 

war; by June 1918, this number had increased to 12,186 (Monhan & Neidel-Greenlee, 

2010). The 223 members of the U.S. Army Signal Corps, also known as the “Hello 

Girls,” worked the switchboards and connected over 150,000 calls per day at the height 

of the war (Weldon, 2017). Unfortunately, these women were denied veteran status under 

the Department of War upon returning home because they were females. These statistics 

show that women played an active role in the war effort. Yet, once the war concluded, 

“these women were expected to leave their non-traditional jobs and take their place again 

in the home, leaving the military and industry to men” (Monhan & Neidel-Greenlee, 

2010, p. 14).  

Social Changes during the Interwar and the Great Depression Era 

 Many American women, especially from low and middle classes, began 

working prior to the United States’ entry into World War II and even before the time their 

families would feel the effects of the Great Depression. In 1929, right before the October 

stock market crash, 85 percent of urban women between the ages of 20 and 44 reportedly 

had jobs primarily as a source of income (Yesil, 2004). Perhaps reflecting the 

empowering effects of the Nineteenth Amendment, female heroines’ representation in art 
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and entertainment during the interwar period and the Great Depression was often as 

“witty, athletic, self-possessed and urbane, appearing in the roles of competent secretary, 

aggressive businesswoman, ambitious college graduate, or adventurous aviator” (Honey, 

1984, p. 66). Many pre-World-War-II stories with a female protagonist centered around a 

theme of conflict involving a woman trying to break into a man’s world and a man who 

resents her for this, but eventually grows to love her, admire her, and accept her (Honey).   

The interwar period was also a time in which “women were invited to imagine 

themselves as participants in the modern world and encouraged to remake themselves as 

modern feminine subjects through their consumption practices” (Tinkler & Warsh, 2008, 

p. 114). Their presence in the public sphere became more visible; middle- and upper-

class women especially could be seen participating in previously masculine activities, 

such as driving cars and smoking cigarettes. Scientific achievement, an obsession with 

efficiency, and fashion trends encouraging freedom of movement contributed to the 

making of the new, modern woman. This was a time when women were expected to 

embrace technology and learn to control it; Tinkler and Warsh argue that “technical 

literacy was in itself an element in the construction of feminine modernity” (p. 133). 

The interwar period also elevated the business of persuasion, turning it into a 

respectable and needed occupation.  In the introduction to Bernays Propaganda, Miller 

(2005) describes the peace-time period between World War I and World War II as the 

rebirth of “[a] generation of admen and publicists, no longer common hucksters, but 

professionals, (p.12)” able to sell their talents for understanding persuasion and publicity 

to businesses. 
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Women and Persuasion in WWII 

Jowett and O’Donnell (1986) suggest that “the [second] war caused intense 

concern about the persuasive powers of the mass media and their potential for directly 

altering attitudes and behaviors” (p. 125). Many posters at this time supported an 

underlying theme of reciprocity between government and citizens. What could be the 

implications to society and culture in the long run? “Less concerned with immediate 

effects, they [researchers] addressed the more subtle and long-term implications of the 

underlying structure and the implicit themes in the media” (Jowett & O’Donnell, p. 127).  

As public opinion research became more common in academia, communication 

scholars discovered that the effects of media were much more complex than originally 

thought. Shortly after World War II ended, Katz and Lazarsfeld (1955) created the two-

step flow model of communication and public opinion, the thesis of which was that most 

people are influenced by opinion leaders, who in turn receive information from the 

media. Kurt Lewin (1947) conceptualized gatekeeping theory around the same time, 

arguing that reporters and especially editors influenced public opinion because they had 

the power to “determine what gets into print or on the air” (p. 128). During both wars, the 

United States and advertising executives often acted as gatekeepers, carefully filtering not 

only which information was to be disseminated to the public, but also the frames through 

which the information or products were represented. 

As far as the effects of mass-mediated World War II images on gender relations in 

the U.S., the debate among historians, feminists, and other scholars continues. Did 

posters and advertisements encouraging women to enter the workforce and support the 

war effort evoke a change in how women viewed their roles and capabilities (Rupp, 
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1978)? It seems clear that World War II was a time of unique social change for women, 

but not because their presence in the workplace had previously been uncommon. Rather, 

the changes reflected the perceived masculinity associated with the work they were being 

asked to do. McCrann (2009) writes: 

There were certainly women in American workforce before Pearl Harbor, 
but many of the women who worked outside their home in the prewar 
period were either employed in ‘traditional’ female professions such as 
librarianship, teaching or nursing, or in ‘service’ occupations such as 
waitresses, secretaries, and shop clerks (p. 57). 

Women having roles outside of the home in which they gained capital, or a means 

of supporting themselves economically, falls in line with Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s 

(1898) ideas about women and labor outlined in her book Women and Economics. 

Gilman suggested that it was crucial for women to be able to earn their own wages and, 

therefore, no longer rely on their sexual capital in order to survive. Most women working 

before World War II were primarily women of lower socioeconomic status who needed 

to help support their families, and they were limited in what jobs they could obtain, often 

being confined to occupations seen as feminine.  

But in World War II, women—as well as other groups marginalized on the basis 

of class and race, such as farm workers (Johnson, 1994) and African Americans (Bates, 

2003)—entered manufacturing and were seen as a boon to the American economy, which 

would have suffered greatly had they not filled factory jobs. Such effort required the use 

of media traditionally aimed at women: 

[T]o attract women to defence industry jobs, these campaigns, run by the 
Bureau of Campaigns, WMC [War Manpower Commission], OWI [Office 
of War Information] and its Magazine Bureau, and the War Advertising 
Council, required the close cooperation of media, particularly women’s 
home magazines (Yesil, 2004, p. 107).  
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In 1943, the Magazine Bureau decided to make womanpower its primary issue for 

the year. The recruitment campaign for women peaked from March 1943 to June 1944; 

yet, women were still not afforded any say in policy making at the government level or 

allowed to form unions, in large part due to war contractors’ view of them as temporary 

hires (Honey, 1984). After the war concluded, men returned home and women’s roles in 

workplace mostly dissipated (Honey). That had been foreshadowed by wartime 

persuasion: “rather than viewing women as equally entitled to and qualified for the jobs 

normally held by men, advertisements portrayed war workers as indispensable helpmates, 

equally shouldering the burdens of war” (Honey, p. 51). As Cynthia Enloe (2000), 

working from a liberal feminist paradigm, points out, women are often depicted as 

supporters or admirers of men during times of war. She writes: “[the] process treats 

women as distinct from men; that process virtually always privileges masculinity, even 

when some women do gain some new opportunities from being included” (p. 299). 

 It was also clear that men did not embrace women’s potential for intellectual 

careers or masculine labor. Ladies Home Journal compiled responses from a 

questionnaire sent to Marines, sailors and soldiers in 1942, approximately a year after the 

United States had entered the war, asking what they viewed as an ideal woman. This 

questionnaire was called the “Blueprint for a Dream Girl, 1942 Model” (Rupp, 1978). 

According to the findings, men viewed their “dream girl” as a woman who did not seek a 

career or intellectual fulfillment of any sort:  

Short, healthy and vital, devoted to her home and children, able to 
participate in at least one outdoor sport, and fond of a moderate amount of 
dancing. Her skill in cooking was far more important than “braininess” or 
business ability, and her figure and disposition more important than her 
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face. Most of the men preferred that their wives not work after marriage 
unless an emergency made it desirable (Rupp, 1978, p 151). 
 
Persuasive posters inviting women to work often compared factory machinery to 

common household items at the time—such as a typewriter, a sewing machine, an 

electric cake mixer, or a vacuum cleaner—to manufacturing machines, assuring women 

that if they could sew, they could also use complex equipment (Rupp, 1978). This 

approach placed women into subservient roles, underestimating their intelligence, and 

presenting them as “the other,” or the second sex (de Beauvoir, 1949). Advertising 

campaigns also communicated to women that they were the second sex by telling them 

they needed to work so that the men would be free to go off to war (Yesil, 2004). De 

Beauvoir writes, “no group ever sets itself up as the One without at once setting up the 

Other over against itself” (p. 14).  

Another element of wartime persuasion was to assure women that their femininity 

would still be intact if they took a war job (Yesil, 2004). Thus, posters often showed 

positive images of married women in the workforce (Honey, 1984). Advertisers often 

told women to be strong, but not too strong because they could risk losing their 

femininity. Often, women were depicted as someone who just happened to work but is 

not a true worker, communicating they needed to be attractive and still dependent on men 

regardless of their temporary jobs (Yesil, 2004). As an example, a General Electric war 

advertisement suggests women were seen as responsible for “conserve[ing] energy while 

doing laundry, ironing, cooking and using the refrigerator” (Yesil, p. 109-110). The 

creators of persuasive messages, it appears, wanted women to know that they did not 
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have to give up their home duties, even though the hyper-femininity theme was likely not 

representative of the reality of the female workforce during this time (Yesil). 

 This falls in line with Michele Barrett’s three factors that must be resolved in 

order for women to be truly liberated. Barrett (1997), who employs a Marxist-feminist 

paradigm, writes that liberation would require the following: “[F]irst, a redivision of 

labour and responsibilities of childcare…Second, the actual or assumed dependence of 

women on a male wage (or capital) would need to be done away with. Third, the ideology 

of gender would need to be transformed” (p. 127). Women during World War II might 

have been able to temporarily achieve a new re-division of labor (working jobs that were 

previously off limits to them) and decrease or eliminate their dependency on male capital 

(by earning their own wages), but hyperfemininity themes in persuasive messages show 

such true equality was not within reach. The overarching theme of women as the second, 

or lesser, sex, based entirely on an ideology of gender roles, demonstrates that, per 

Barrett’s three factors, women did not achieve full liberation during the war.  

Further supporting this perspective is the fact that some wartime advertisements 

specifically emphasized the caretaking role of women, even in the workforce. Kraft 

produced an advertisement in July 1944 encouraging women to work on farms, and Bell 

Telephone labeled its workers as “soldiers of service” to highlight women’s patriotism 

and service to the war (Honey, 1984). Other messages invited women to support the war 

effort through consumption from their own home, thus further reinforcing traditional 

gender stereotypes of women as homemakers. Several companies participated in this type 

of advertising, including Nabisco, which urged women to buy Wheat Thins to keep their 
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families fit and nourished during the war, and Chef Boyardee, which urged women to 

purchase the brand so the men of the household could build strength and endurance to 

fight (Yesil, 2004).  

WWII Race and Class Depictions of Women 

Women during World War II were routinely depicted as the “unsung heroine of 

the home front” (Yesil, 2004, p. 103), and often falsely characterized as middle-class, 

white, and wanting to enter the labor force solely out of patriotism (Anderson, 1982; 

Honey, 1984; Yesil). The reality was different. Only 25 percent of working women 

during WWII reported having two years or less of work experience; almost half had been 

in the workforce for five or more years, and 30 percent had reportedly been in the labor 

force for 10 or more years. Only a third of women working in manufacturing plants said 

they had been housewives before the war (Honey). So why did images during this time 

often depict women as temporary workers? According to Goldin and Olivetti (2013), 

“women who entered the work force during the World War II years accounted for just 20 

percent of the married women 27 to 51 years old who were employed in 1951” (p. 262). 

To working-class or unmarried women, work was not a matter of patriotism, 

empowerment, or glamour; rather, it had long been a necessity.  

As of 1940, 14 million women in the United States were part of the labor force, 

which added 7 million more women by 1945 (Goldin & Olivetti, 2013). This suggests 

that while many women were already working, the war provided opportunities for more 

women to get and hold jobs. Eighty percent of women workers who had a high school 

diploma worked white-collar jobs, while about 75 percent of women without a high 

school diploma worked in manufacturing (Goldin & Olivetti, 2013). More than half of 
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the 16 million women who had entered the workforce in WWII had left by 1950, but 

Acemoglu, Autor, and Lyle (2004) note that the decade still had the largest proportional 

increase in women’s participation in the workforce in the 20th century. The loss of jobs 

for women upon the end of the war most likely hurt more women who were lower on the 

socioeconomic spectrum, as Goldin and Olivetti (2013) note that “manufacturing 

positions decreased and service occupations took their place among the lesser-educated 

group” (p. 262). While Charlotte Perkins Gilman (1898) originally theorized that women 

skilled at childcare, cooking, or housekeeping would be paid for these skills so that other 

women could work in specialized trades, that did not happen at the end of WWII, as 

women with less formal education who may have wanted to leave the service industry in 

favor of manufacturing jobs faced significant obstacles.  

American wartime persuasive depictions found in images varied on the basis of 

class as well. Middle-class women were typically depicted as taking slightly more 

glamorous jobs, such as welding, riveting, and truck driving, occasionally with some 

power over men in the workplace, or even running businesses (Honey, 1984). In 

comparison, lower-class women were depicted as working unskilled factory jobs or 

working in fields, and portrayed as subordinate to their male counterparts in the 

workforce (Honey). The former portrayal emphasized individualism; the latter reflected a 

more communal mindset:  

[T]he feminist implications of war work were more likely to be reflected 
in middle-class stories whereas in working class literature heroines tended 
to identify proudly with the accomplishments as the working class as a 
whole rather than their achievements as women (Honey, pp.7-8). 
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Wartime allotted black women more options besides the domestic jobs many had 

worked before the war, but they still faced discrimination from both white women and 

employers (Anderson, 1982). The number of black women working in housekeeping or 

children’s caretaking for private households decreased from 59.9 percent to 44.6 percent 

between 1940 and 1944 due to the need for labor workers in urban areas. The percentage 

of black women in industrial jobs rose throughout the war from 6.5 to 18 percent, but 

they were not universally welcomed. In April 1943 only 74 of 280 workplaces that hired 

women for production jobs reported they would hire black women; the auto industry was 

especially known to deny employment to black women because of “the desire to maintain 

social distance, rather than a wish to safeguard economic prerogatives” (Anderson, p. 86). 

In part, that reflected white women’s dislike for working with black women. As an 

example, 2,000 white women working at a U.S. rubber plant in Detroit walked off the job 

in 1943 because they wanted bathrooms separate from those used by black women at the 

plant. The Women’s Bureau and War Manpower Commission ignored much of the 

workplace discrimination, causing many Black women to turn to civil rights groups and 

the Fair Employment Practices Committee for help (Anderson).  

 Popular culture during this time period reflected this rampant discrimination. 

Advertisements, newsreels, and recruitment posters typically portrayed white women as 

nurses, service wives, defense-plant workers, and sales clerks, and Hollywood also 

featured mostly white women in soap operas, musicals, and other productions (Honey, 

1992). Honey (1999) further notes: 

[T]his sea of white faces erased the contributions African American 
women made to the home-front war on racism, while it left for posterity 
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white images of Rosie the Riveter, the glamorous pinup, the female 
soldier, the compassionate nurse and the brave mother” (p. 2). 

Japanese Americans also faced harsh discrimination during the war, 

according to Moore (2003), due to tensions between the U.S. and Japan, and the 

attack on Pearl Harbor. Other Asian Americans, such as those of Chinese or 

Korean descent, wore identification badges so they would not be mistaken for 

Japanese American. Moore writes, “Except for Japanese farmers, who helped 

supply food to the War Department, Japanese business owners such as nurseries, 

florists, and stores dependent on patronage from outside of the Japanese 

community suffered great losses” (pp. 62-63). Immigrant women were needed in 

the workforce during that time, but they did not enjoy the benefits given to their 

male peers. Moore goes on to say: 

To encourage women to serve, the U.S. government emphasized the need 
to relieve men in support positions to take part in direct combat. Women 
had always been employed by the army as civilian nurses, clerks, 
laundresses, and telephone operators. Unlike white male immigrants, 
however, women were not offered citizenship rights in exchange (p. 2).  

Implications for Women after WWII  

  Yesil (2004) notes that “with the completion of the war popular images of worker 

women disappeared, and so did Rosie’s promise of new roles for women in public life” 

(p. 103). Rosie the Riveter was erased from view after 1946, replaced by images of 

mothers fulfilling their duties at home (Yesil). The change, in part, reflected men’s 

concern about preserving gender roles. Rupp (1978) notes, “some men expressed in print 

their fears that women had become tough and competent and would challenge men in all 

spheres after the war” (p. 145). Job insecurity and pressure for men to be the primary 
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“breadwinners” encouraged them to push women out of the workplace. In the public 

discourse, heroic veterans replaced the competent women who had helped their country 

and wanted to remain employed. Honey (1984) wonders: 

Why did the public image of patriotic war workers eager to return home 
fail so completely to reflect the reality of women wanting to keep their 
jobs, given that the media must in part reflect the feelings and beliefs of 
consumers in order to be credible? (p. 2). 

However, younger generations may have benefitted from the mobilization of 

women during The Second World War, regardless of the popular images in the media 

upon the conclusion of the war. Bellou and Cardia (2016) theorize that young women, as 

well as men, may have gained advantages from seeing their mothers occupying jobs; they 

may have implicitly encouraged their daughters to pursue education and employment, 

and influenced their sons to rethink family life. Bellou and Cardia further note: 

The ‘clustering’ of wartime female workers in services and operatives is 
associated with an increase in clerical employment among women aged 25 
to 34 in 1970. This younger cohort, which reached working age after the 
war's end, acquired higher levels of education and hence was more 
qualified to work in these higher-skill jobs (p. 126).  
 
These postwar developments underscore the unique nature of the social call to 

women during World War I—and especially World War II—to not only join the 

workforce, but also to take on jobs traditionally deemed masculine. At the same time, the 

literature suggests that women continued to face gender stereotypes, hindering them in 

certain types of work. This seeming paradox suggests a high level of complexity and 

indicates the importance of further analysis of the persuasive approaches used in wartime 

messages targeting women as both citizens and consumers. This thesis will explore these 

approaches through the following research questions: 
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RQ1:  What visual and textual strategies could be discerned from persuasive 

messages targeting women during World War I and World War II? 

RQ2: What were the most common symbols and themes representing or 

represented by women in WWI and WWII persuasive images? 

 

 
 
 
 
  



Texas Tech University, Easton Wollney, August 2017 

 
 

27 

CHAPTER III 

METHOD 

This thesis will examine World War I and World War II persuasive messages 

found in magazines, newspapers, and posters. These methods of dissemination 

incorporated the war effort as a way to sell goods, including beauty supplies or household 

items, to U.S. women. This analysis will be conducted through a modality and 

intertextually-centered semiotic approach, working from Charles Sanders Peirce’s triadic 

model for determining sign functions, in contrast with Saussure’s dyadic model. Peirce, 

an American semiotician among many other things, referred the three parts of his model, 

the representamen, an interpretant, and an object, as “semiosis” (Peirce, 1931; Chandler, 

2002). Barthes (1973) viewed myths, or “a system of communication, that is a message” 

(p. 261), as taking many forms aside from oral or written discourse. He writes that 

“pictures become a kind of writing as soon as they are meaningful” (1973, p. 262). 

Similar to Peirce, Barthes (1973) also viewed semiotics as tri-dimensional, but he 

referred to the three parts as the “signifier, the signified and the sign” (p. 263).  

The analysis will also be critical in scope, employing a liberal feminist lens, 

which may be defined as: 

[T]hat strand of women-centered ideas and practices focusing on achieving equal 
rights between female and male citizens as well as equal opportunities and 
outcomes for similarly situated females and males while deemphasizing the 
cognitive and psychological differences between females and males (Rogers, 
2005, p. 2) 
 

Liberal feminism is typically concerned with reform on various different issues with the 

intent of straying away from male-centered or male-advantaging precepts (Rogers, 2005). 
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Liberal feminists do not typically wish to overhaul current economic, political, social or 

professional systems, but seek equal opportunity under the current male-dominated 

system. By male-dominated system, I mean men making up the majority of positions of 

power and influence. As a brief example from modern day, only 14.2 percent of the top 

five leadership positions at Standard & Poor’s 500 companies (companies with the most 

widely held stocks), are occupied by women; only 24 women were Chief Executive 

Officers of these companies as of 2015, according to a CNN report (Egan, 2015). While 

the reasons or underlying causes for the lack of women in top leadership positions at 

influential companies may be debated, it cannot be denied that more men hold these 

positions than women.  

My argument for using this paradigm, or lens, is that the way in which women in 

advertising images and posters may have been represented could have contributed to or 

further propagated negative gender stereotypes and biases against women, making 

employment and other equality with men more challenging. I do not wish to analyze the 

issue of whether woman should have been granted equal positions in the military during 

the times of World War I and World War II; rather, I am concerned with potentially 

negative and inaccurate representations of women’s roles in the war efforts, which may 

have diminished women’s achievements mentioned in the literature.    

The images being analyzed are confined to the time periods from 1914 to 1918 

and from 1941 to 1945. I have analyzed 55 images from the following sources: 

• World War I in 40 Posters by Anne. P. Linder (book) 
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• Design for Victory: World War II Posters on the American Home Front by 

William L. Bird. (book) 

• New Hampshire State Library’s “Unifying a Nation” (exhibit available 

online) 

• The Harry Ransom Center at the University of Texas (searchable archive 

available online) 

• The British Library (exhibit available online) 

• Duke Digital Advertising Archive (searchable archive available online) 

Modality 

 By using a modality approach within this semiotic analysis, it allows for the 

examination of different interpretations and intertextual connections represented within 

the images, or signs (Jewitt, 2004). Modality can be defined as “the reality status 

accorded to or claimed by a sign, text or genre” (Chandler, 2002, p. 60). Lui (2013) 

describes a multimodality approach as “convey[ing] information by means of various 

modes such as visual images, written language, design elements and other semiotic 

resources (p. 1259)." According to Chandler (2002), viewers of images typically act on 

the assumption and basis that some representations of reality are more reliable and 

accurate. He describes cues within certain texts, or modality markers, as “the plausibility, 

reliability, credibility, truth, accuracy or facticity of texts within a given genre as 

representations of some recognizable reality” (p. 60).  

A modality judgement, therefore, would be using previous knowledge and 

understanding of the world and applying that knowledge to make sense of a text 



Texas Tech University, Easton Wollney, August 2017 

 
 

30 

(Chandler, 2002). It is also important to note that the media in which the message is 

presented may affect the perception of realness that the viewer associates with the 

message (Chandler). Hodge and Kress (1988) write “different genres, whether classified 

by media (e.g. comic, cartoon, film, TV, painting) or by content (Western, Science 

Fiction, Romance, news) establish sets of modality markers, and an overall value which 

acts as the baseline for the genre” (p. 142). 

Kress and van Leeuwen (1996) argue that meaning from an image can be derived 

from the position of written text on the advertisement, the spatial relations, or the 

grammar of the image used. Lui (2013) suggests images can be interpreted in terms of 

temporal sequence and composition (including size, position, and imagery), and describes 

semiotic systems as allowing a negotiation of power dynamics—representing a 

relationship among the producer, the viewer and the object of representation. Modality 

cues within texts include formal features as well as their interaction and interpretation 

(Chandler, 2002).  

For the purpose of my thesis, the objects of representation were primarily female 

models drawn in images, often intended to show their patriotism and desire to help with 

the war effort. Arguably, another object of representation in wartime images was the 

stereotyped and idealized American family dynamic. When referencing representations, I 

am regarding assumptions about women based on gender or other superficial markers that 

can be seen in an image and its symbols. Butler (1999) defines representation as: 

One the one hand, representation serves as the operative term within a political 
process that seeks to extend visibility and legitimacy to women as political 
subjects; on the other hand, representation is the normative function as a language 
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which is said either to reveal or to distort what is assumed to be true about the 
category of women (p. 1). 

Inherent contradictions are likely to emerge for some of the analyzed images. 

Kress and Van Leeuwen (1996) write that “in an advertisement, for instance, it may be 

that the verbal text is studiously ‘non-sexist,’ while the visual text encodes overtly sexist 

stereotypes” (p. 18). Glick and Fiske (2001) offer two definitions of sexism: hostile 

sexism, defined as “an adversarial view of gender relations in which woman are 

perceived as seeking control of men (p. 109), and benevolent sexism. The authors define 

benevolent sexism as “characterizing women as pure creatures who ought to be protected, 

supported, and adored and whose love is necessary to make a man change” (p. 109), 

implying that women are weak and helps to reinforce gender roles. For the purpose of 

this thesis, benevolent sexism will be the definition I am using of how to detect and 

define sexism.  

 In many of the advertisements included in this analysis, the verbal text makes an 

effort to persuade women to enter the workforce or buy certain products for their 

families. It is often the visual text that presents gender-inequality issues, though in some 

cases the verbal text can be sexist as well. While the length of written text in 

advertisements and posters varies (or is nonexistent in some cases), it is important for the 

purpose of this research to consider all elements of a persuasive message. These may 

include stylistic or artistic elements, such as the use of colors, perspective, and overall 

tone to convey a message. For example, Kaminski (2014) notes how U.S. art from World 

War I relied on bright colors and upbeat stylistic elements, in contrast to German art 

featuring darker colors and more ominous themes. 
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Metafunctions 

Of further importance to this analysis is the concept of semiotic metafunctions. 

Kress and Van Leeuwen (1996) outline three: (a) the ideational metafunction represents 

“objects and their relations in a world outside the representational system” (p. 40); (b) the 

textual metafunction is the arrangement of the image and how this affects the 

interpretation; and (c) the interpersonal metafunction represents the (potentially) 

interactive relationship between the producer and the receiver of a sign. In Reading 

Images, Kress and van Leeuwen further state reference the importance of social context 

in any analysis of images: 

The place of visual communication in a given society can only be understood in 
the context of, on one hand, the range of forms or modes of public communication 
available in that society, and, on the other hand, their uses and valuations. We 
refer to this as the ‘semiotic landscape’. (p. 33). 

In keeping with this statement, this analysis will explore their semiotic metafunctions of 

images from American wartime images by continually referencing the semiotic landscape 

in which they have been produced.  

Intertextuality 

Intertextuality is defined by having both a horizontal axis, which connects the 

author and reader, and a vertical axis, connecting text to codes for other text (Kristeva, 

1980; Chandler, 2002). Using previous codes as reference points is important, as 

Chandler (2002), describes, because “we must utilize existing concepts and conventions” 

(p. 196). Barthes (1977) viewed writers as never being able to produce completely 

original work, as all writers are products of language and culture. Instead, he suggests 

that writers tend to blend and mix previous writings in a multi-dimensional space to 
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create what he referred to as “a tissue of quotations” (Barthes, 1977, p. 151; Chandler, 

2002).  

Each image in this analysis was coded on the basis of its verbal texts and visual 

elements. I also noted whether there was a similarity or disconnect between visual and 

verbal appeals. When analyzing and coding the visual elements, I considered the color, 

size, and position of the visual elements, as well as the space represented in the image 

and its overall composition. I chose to categorize images in this analysis based on the 

strongest representations and signs in the images. For example, if an image implied 

domesticity and compliance as well as reinforcing femininity, I categorized it based on 

which elements were most prominent, as suggested by the visual and verbal cues as well 

as the strength of the symbols.   
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CHAPTER IV 

ANALYSIS 

Through a semiotic analysis of the images, I developed five major categories that 

offer answers to both research questions—the first, about discerning the possible textual 

and visual persuasive strategies in images aimed at women, and the second, about the 

symbols and themes representing and represented by women in war poster art. The five 

categories are as follows: (1) reinforcing/encouraging domesticity and compliance of 

women to accept their secondary roles; (2) a reinforcement of maintaining traditional 

femininity; (3) sexual attraction between men and women involved in the war effort; (4) 

women as competent workers and/or contributors during the wars; and (5) women as 

damsels in distress, who require saving and protection by men. While these categories are 

not exhaustive, they represent the most common symbols and themes throughout all 

images analyzed. Some of the images may fall into multiple categories, and some 

categories contain more images than others.   

Domesticity and Compliance 

  Several posters distributed by the government during the Second World War 

encouraged women to do their part and conserve energy and food (RQ1) by portraying 

women in domestic roles. Women featured in these types of posters were typically 

portrayed as stay-at-home moms who managed the children and the household chores. 

These types of portrayals differed from other types encouraging women to work outside 

the home; they did not challenge any of the social norms for primarily white, middle-

class women (a common portrayal) who were homemakers prior to U.S. entry into World 
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War II. Many feature the men as the real heroes, while woman seem to be there mainly 

for support. Figure 4.1, an advertisement for American Locomotive, ran in the New York 

Herald Tribune in 1942. 

 

Figure 4.1 “Ours and yours” 

  The advertisement features men, women and children holding up a large Army-

Navy flag, reading “OURS… and YOURS.” In the image, only one of the six adults is a 

woman, and she is also the only one who is not wearing a work uniform. The viewer can 

see that the men are wearing doctor, fireman, police officer, military, and traditional 

business attire from what parts of their bodies are visible above the flag. The police 

officer, standing closest to the children, is also looking in their direction and smiling. The 

two children, a boy and girl, standing far right, hold a small portion of the flag. The 

young girl is touching the policeman’s arm, while the boy is holding up a V for Victory 
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sign with his fingers and smiling. The V for Victory sign was originated by Winston 

Churchill during World War II, and was only later re-appropriated reimagined as a peace 

sign, according to a Time article (Cosgrove, 2014). The doctor in the image is holding a 

toy plane in one hand and the flag with the other, signifying that he is family-oriented; 

perhaps he has or enjoys the company of children, or perhaps he is a pediatrician.  

This image provides representation of stereotypical jobs for American men, while 

the woman, who appears white and middle-class, is shown in casual domestic attire. She 

and one man are staring at the children with joy, reinforcing heteronormative 

expectations of male-female family formation and child rearing. The smaller text below 

the flag says “We invite you, Mr. and Mrs. America, to share the honor of the Army-

Navy Production Award with the thousands of our loyal, skillful men and women 

working on war orders in the office…in the plant…and in the field.” The text further 

down reads: “Share it with them…you men, women and children who turned in sweat-

stained bills…checks that scraped the bottom of the bank account…pennies from piggy-

banks…For more and more Victory Bonds...” It is interesting that the text paints the 

picture of men, women, and children with sweat-stained money (most likely from 

physical labor), writing checks they must scrape together; yet, all visually cued jobs are 

white-collar, and the woman either does not work or does not work an admirable job, 

such a firefighter or a doctor. This reflects the statistics on the types of jobs women had 

before the war (this advertisement appeared only a year after the U.S. entered the war).  

 Figure 4.2, published in 1943 for the Visking Corporation, shows a young woman 

smiling while using a muffin pan to bake leftover bread into bread pudding or breading 
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on fish or chicken. The image, found in Ladies’ Home Journal, features the following 

text next to the woman: “Our government says: Don’t Waste Food. Save Dry Bread and 

Bread Crumbs.” The bottom half includes smaller text that narrates what the pictured 

woman is doing: “Make Delicious Leftover Bread Dishes! Join the home-front army of 

housewives pledged against waste! Now that bread is enriched, more nutritious, you can’t 

afford to waste any.” The advertisement reminds women to buy, store, and cook food 

wisely because “Food power will win the war!” By conserving at home, according to this 

advertisement, women could help win the war. By using words such as “housewife,” 

“family” and “children,” as well as “war” and “winning,” the text reinforce traditional 

family dynamics while also emphasizing homefront patriotism during a period of 

instability. Further, the image visualizes an average or stereotypical housewife, with her 

checkered red dress, nails and lipstick all matching. She smiles as she bakes, signaling 

enjoyment and pleasure in the activity, which reinforces the stereotype that women love 

cooking for their families. 

 

Figure 4.2 “Our government says don’t waste food” 
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Reinforcing and Maintaining Femininity 

Proctor & Gamble 

Several of the analyzed advertisements and posters expressed that women needed 

and could uphold their beauty and traditional femininity in the workplace during times of 

war. As an example, Figure 4.3, a 1942 Ivory Soap advertisement in Women’s Home 

Companion features a woman in a military hat on the phone, smiling, suggesting she is a 

switchboard operator or engaged in secretarial work for the military.  

 

Figure 4.3 “Keep your beauty on duty!” 

  The text above the woman’s face, “Keep your Beauty on Duty,” features the word 

“beauty” in red capital letters and slightly larger font than the rest of the text. The only 

other word in red is the brand name, Ivory, at the bottom of the page. The use of red color 

and slightly larger font suggests an emphasis as well as a connection between “beauty” 

and the brand. In the background are two male soldiers and one woman in a uniform. The 
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text below the image reads: “Give your skin Ivory care, Doctors advise!” The lower half 

of the page explains how women can use Ivory soap, and at the very bottom, there is a 

picture of a baby, accompanied by a promotion for another Ivory product: “Baby-care is 

Beauty-care, use New Velvet-suds.” Not does the ad market baby products to women, 

reinforcing the assumption that mothers are the primary caregiver of young children, but 

it is refers to childcare as somehow related to a woman’s beauty routine. It may also 

reinforce the assumption that women want to look younger and child-like. The woman 

pictured is wearing just enough makeup for the viewer to tell, communicating that 

women still need to wear makeup to their military jobs.  

Image Figure 4.4, an Ivory soap advertisement from 1942, features a smiling 

woman in a nurse’s outfit under the admiring gaze of a military doctor. The copy at the 

top reads “First Aid to Autumn Beauty!”, a phrase typically associated with older or 

aging women (Fischer, 1995). Again, the word ‘beauty’ is in all red capital letters and a 

slightly larger font than the rest of the text, aside from “Ivory Soap” at the bottom of the 

page. The woman in this advertisement is wearing more makeup, and the subtext below 

the image explains the benefits of using Ivory for dry and oily skin. The text never 

references the man in the image, though it suggests that using Ivory to improve your skin 

may elicit the admiring (or objectifying) gaze of a military man and perhaps improve 

one’s marriage prospects. The image also advertises Ivory Soap’s new Velvet Suds such 

as Image 12. However, unlike Image 12, which features a younger woman, it does not 

make any mention of children. 
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Figure 4.4 “First aid to autumn beauty!” 

Figure 4.5, a 1943 Drene shampoo ad published in Redbook, features a woman in 

a Navy outfit, representing her patriotism, with her hat off and her short hair shining, The 

copy at the top of the page reads: “No other shampoo leaves hair so lustrous…and yet so 

easy to manage!” An anchor is pinned on to the collar of the woman’s coat, which is part 

of the WAVES (Women Accepted for Volunteer Emergency Service) uniform. The text 

to the side reads: “Whether you’re wearing a uniform or not – shining hair is standard 

equipment for the loveliness every girl wants!” The word “equipment” is not typically 

associated with hair, suggesting the language is intended to be associated with the 

military or implying that physical appearance is an important tool for achieving a desired 

outcome, such as a relationship or marriage, even when a woman is aiding in a World 

War. A text box on the image says: “Pretty smooth…and mighty smart! A wonderful 
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hair-do for the girl whom short hair is becoming.” Such encouragement of vanity seems 

to diminish the roles women played in World War II. Proctor & Gamble owned both the 

Ivory and Drene brands, so the similar advertising approach representing woman as both 

war volunteers and beauty fiends is not surprising, though it would have been fitting to 

recognize their work achievements in addition to their great hair. No images analyzed for 

this research focused on military men’s hair, though other male physical features were 

emphasized to sell products, such as in the Barbasol advertisements discussed below.  

 

Figure 4.5 “No other shampoo” 

A 1942 Yardley of London ad for the “bond street beauty” line appeared in The 

New Yorker (Figure 4.6). The woman in the advertisement, with braided hair, is wearing 

lipstick and mascara. The copy at the top reads, “Put your best face forward,” followed 

by text below the image that reads, “Your victory-vital duties needn’t interfere with 

beauty-as-usual…” This communicates the same encouragement of vanity as seen earlier; 
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women are told to be just as worried about their physical appearance as they should be 

about the war and serving their country. A similar approach was used by Proctor & 

Gamble to sell beauty/hygienic products to wartime women, who may have worked 

physically rigorous and demanding jobs or had little time for cosmetic products.  

 

Figure 4.6 “Keep your best face forward” 

The idea that women could maintain femininity while also proving their 

patriotism can also be discerned in government posters. Figure 4.7, a 1942 U.S. 

Department of Treasury poster, features a young, blond woman looking at stamps with 

what is most likely her daughter. 
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Figure 4.7 “Even a little can help a lot” 

The copy on this image reads: “Even a little can help a lot- NOW…Buy U.S. war 

stamps Bonds.” The ad ran in Ladies Home Journal. A military hat lies on the floor next 

to the mother and daughter, indicating the father is likely fighting in the war and the 

mother is doing her part as a patriotic citizen by involving and socializing her daughter to 

consider buying stamps and bonds from the U.S. treasury. The daughter is licking the 

stamps while the mother holds open the book of bonds for her. The two have on the same 

outfit, the same blonde, curled hair, and the same red-and-white bow, representing the 

youthfulness of the mother figure in the image. A slight variation of the image ran again 

in Ladies Home Journal several months later.  

Figure 4.8 features the mother and daughter sitting on the floor, in the exact same 

position, but instead of picking out stamps, the mother watches as her daughter unravels 

the string binding a stack of newspapers. The copy reads: “The readers of this magazine 
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alone can save enough waste paper in a single week for 1,666,666 500-pound bombs.” 

This ad seems to be a way for Ladies Home Journal to showcase corporate social 

responsibility, or alignment ads discussed in the literature, communicating to readers that 

the magazine itself was also doing its part in the war as well by encouraging mindfulness 

of resources. The representations of the mother-daughter figures are similar to the ones in 

Image 64, but the ad has a more sobering tone. It mentions bombs, gun ammunitions, and 

military trucks, making the realities of war seem much less romantic.  

 

Figure 4.8 Ladies’ Home Journal 

Another example of reinforcement of femininity and traditional gender roles is 

Figure 4.9, a 1943 poster from the U.S. Office of War Information, featuring a woman in 

a bright yellow dress, sewing up her husband’s pants while he is bent over fixing the 

lawn mower. The copy reads: “Use it up – wear it out- make it do! Our labor and our 



Texas Tech University, Easton Wollney, August 2017 

 
 

45 

goods are fighting.” The woman is performing traditionally female labor (sewing), while 

the man is performing traditionally masculine labor (fixing things around the house).  

 

Figure 4.9 “Use it up” 

Figure 4.10 was published in Life in the midst of the First World War in 1917, the 

year the U.S. entered the conflict. It showed a group of women volunteering for the 

military, and seemed to depict women—or femininity in general—in a childish and 

playful manner. Several uniformed women in the illustration can be seen putting on 

makeup, looking at their lips in a handheld mirror, eating, sleeping, reading, or 

conversing. Only one woman in the back of the illustration, who has her back turned to 

the audience, is shown as being on lookout or guarding the campsite, holding a gun over 

her shoulder. The rest of the women seem to be enjoying stereotypically feminine 

activities—as if women viewed war as enjoyable or even fun. A text at the bottom of the 

page reads: “Isn’t life scrumptious?” The women are situated in a luxurious camp 

(especially luxurious for wartime) with a basket of fruit, a box of jewelry lying around, 
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and a vanity to apply makeup and do their hair, as one woman is doing in the illustration. 

This illustration is in black and white, and depicts no men.  

 

Figure 4.10 “Isn’t life scrumptious?” 

While images produced by the government seemed to differ from a portion of 

images produced by corporations in certain aspects (conservation versus consumerism) 

due to likely different intended outcomes, both routinely employed the feminine form to 

reinforce traditional gender roles. Several of the advertisements produced and ran for 

corporations in this analysis call into question women’s beauty and use puns and double 

entendre to remind women to maintain their appearance while at their jobs, which may 

have reflected the standards of the time period.  
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Government images, however, focused more on reinforcing traditional family 

dynamics, such as the mother cooking, cleaning, conserving food, and managing the 

home. This is why more wartime public service announcements fall into the category of 

domesticity and compliance, while more traditional corporate advertising can be 

categorized under reinforcement of femininity. The only thing the government urged 

women to buy was U.S. war bonds, while companies aimed to sell soaps, shampoos, 

perfumes, makeup, and other beauty products. It is important to note that ads directed at 

men also used gendered beauty standards to sell products such as shaving cream and 

soap, which are discussed below.  

Sexual Attraction  

            By Reichert’s (2014) description of different categories of sexual content in 

advertisements, the content typically falls into one or more of the following: (a) sexual 

behavior, such as flirting, verbal and nonverbal communication, or certain sexual body 

language; (b) physical attractiveness, or how attractive the woman in the ad is; and (c) 

sexual referents, or sexual references that may have a double meaning or factors that can 

contribute to sexual meaning. Below I will discuss two brands that ran several 

advertisements during World War II falling under the category of sexual attraction and 

objectification.  

Barbasol 

            Barbasol encouraged an admiring gaze (Finlay, 2006) often during their wartime 

advertisements in the 1940s. Figure 4.11, a Barbasol advertisement that ran in Life, 

displays two slim women carrying towels while dressed in form-fitting swimwear and 
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high heels, with copy below the image reading, “Two swell reasons for getting a 

‘Barbasol face’.” But although the explicit focus of the ad is on the admiring female gaze, 

it is the women, not the man, who are being objectified as “two swell reasons.” Below the 

first text, in smaller print, the ad reads: “Ladies love to caress the kind of cheek and chin 

you have, when you shave with Barbasol.” The advertisements in the series are typically 

wordy, with the main text frequently using a slogan of some sort to grab attention and the 

subtext underneath the images offering explanations for choosing Barbasol. In this 

instance, the text that draws the most attention in the advertisement possesses a double-

meaning. While the ad gives two reasons for using Barbasol (one of which is female 

admiration), it also displays two women in little clothing taking up over half of the space. 

This image reflects all three categories of Reichert’s types of sexual content in 

advertising: (a) sexual referents in the double meaning of the “two swell reasons” to use 

Barbasol; (b) physical attractiveness, as both of the women are tall, slim, long-legged, 

wearing makeup, have their hair curled, and are dressed in bathing suits; and (c) sexual 

behavior, as the women’s body language seems flirtatious and inviting. One woman is in 

a red swimsuit, her hand on her hip and backside turned toward the viewer, and the other, 

in a green swimsuit, looks back over her shoulder. Both are smiling. 
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Figure 4.11 “Two swell reasons” 

               A 1944 Barbasol advertisement that ran in Life (Figure 4.12) features a woman 

dressed in a revealing canteen girl outfit, staring at pictures of soldiers. The main text at 

the top says, “Why are canteen girls so happy?” There are four images of soldiers lined in 

a row, indicating the protagonist may have more than one beau or a person of admiration 

at the front. Smaller text, positioned next to the canteen girl’s legs but under the hem of 

her skirt, reads: “If you helped entertain in a canteen, you’d see for yourself. You’d see 

how swell it is to be surrounded by so many men with handsome Barbasol faces.”  
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Figure 4.12 “Canteen girls” 

                 Figure 4.13, which also ran in 1944 in Life, is similar to the previous Barbasol 

ads. It shows a tall, slim woman who appears to be naked, holding a large heart cutout 

over her midsection. She wears a heavy amount of dark eye makeup and has red curled 

hair with a black bow. She is in red high heels, with her calves and left shoulder showing 

behind the oversized heart. The text accompanying the image reads: “My heart for a 

Barbasol face!” Underneath, the subtext reads: “Any girl’s heart goes out to the man who 

comes her way with a smoother, softer, cleaner-shaven Barbasol face.” The ad utilizes 

sexual behavior and sexual attractiveness by showing a telegenic, likely naked woman. 
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Figure 4.13 “My heart for a Barbasol face” 

          Figure 4.14, featured in Army & Navy Journal in 1944, shows a woman walking in 

high heels and a short dress, mimicking the runway of a beauty pageant. She is wearing a 

sash that reads “Miss America,” and is carrying a trophy while surrounded by men in 

military uniforms. The copy at the top reads: “Barbasol faces compete for her.” Both 

images 18 and 16 use sexual attraction to promote the use of Barbasol by emphasizing 

the possibility that an attractive woman would be more interested in a man who shaves 

with Barbasol.  
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Figure 4.14 “Barbasol faces compete” 

 Figure 4.15, which ran in N.A.R.D. Journal in 1946, approximately a year after 

World War II ended, features two young women with their dresses being blown up by the 

wind. In the background is a group of men in military uniforms with their backs turned, 

except for one soldier who seems to be in a position of superiority, perhaps delivering 

commands to the other men. The advertisement reads ‘Company…DISMISSED!” In 

smaller print at the bottom, it says “now that the boys are coming home, Barbasol sales 

are going up faster than ever!” It is unclear what the two women with their dresses being 

blown up in the wind are contributing to the ad, other than appealing to male sexuality. 

The copy on the advertisement makes no reference to the pictured women at all, but 

instead emphasizes that the soldiers returning home enjoy Barbasol compared to other 

brands of shaving cream. By referencing the end of the war and showing women who are 
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being sexually objectified, the ad seems to imply that men who fought bravely deserve 

women as sexual rewards once they return home.  

 

Figure 4.15 “Company dismissed” 

             While the Barbasol advertisements were trying to sell shaving cream to men and, 

hence, featured appeals mostly to men, it also showed women in positions that may have 

been seen as enviable by other women. Figure 4.16 depicts four young, slim women at 

the top of the ad, wearing military uniforms, standing in a line and saluting. The text 

below them says: “A major is passing by with a handsome Barbasol Face.” A man’s face 

in a military hat, older than the women pictured, appears at the bottom, also saluting. The 

image signifies that the women are saluting at the man as he walks by, though it does not 

directly show it. Some of the other copy on the page reads: “Girls in uniform salute more 

Barbasol faces than any other kind…” This advertisement could potentially be viewed as 
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appealing to both men and women, implying women can receive attention from an older 

man in a position of power while volunteering for the U.S. military, while military men 

who shave with Barbasol regularly receive the admiration of attractive, young women. It 

is also important to note that, compared to other Barbasol advertisements that ran around 

the same time, the image does not overtly sexualize the portrayed women, as they are all 

fully clothed and at their jobs. However, they are still interested in a man’s attention.  

 

Figure 4.16 “A major is passing” 

 The 1940s Barbasol advertising campaign suggests that sexual attraction was an 

important part of the company’s marketing strategy. All Barbasol advertisements used in 

this analysis were drawn by the same artist, E. Simms Campbell. While the term “sex 

sells” has become a popular phrase, the Barbasol advertisements show that using sex 
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appeal to sell a product that itself has no sex appeal is not unique to current day.   

     

Lifebuoy 

  Lifebuoy soap, owned by the Lever Brothers Company, also incorporated sex 

appeal in their advertisements during the Second World War to sell another product that 

possesses no sex appeal. Lifebuoy ran Figure 4.17 in 1945, featured in Leatherneck, a 

monthly magazine published by the U.S. Marine Corps Association. The ad uses nudity 

to likely capture the attention of Marines reading the publication. The top half of the page 

shows a nude woman in a bathtub, her breasts covered by bubbles and her cleavage 

showing. The woman is holding up a bar of soap and smiling. The text reads: “Your 

Lifebuoy pin-up for January.” 

 The top portion of Figure 4.18, a Lifebuoy soap advertisement from 1946 

published in the United States Coast Guard magazine, shows a naked woman in a 

bathtub covering up her breasts with her arm and hand. A speech bubble appears next to 

her, asking: “Hi, Sailor- Have you tried the new Lifebuoy!” The bottom of the page 

offers several drawings of sailors and their testimonials for using Lifebuoy soap. The 

woman in this image is not contributing in any way other than offering sexual cues aimed 

at the sailors. The advertisement could have featured a testimonial from the sailors 

without showing the woman in the bathtub, and relayed the same message— that sailors 

enjoy using Lifebuoy. Instead, the image seems to use sex appeal to draw in the attention 

of heterosexual male “sailors,” such as Coast Guard or perhaps Navy members, and then 

offers more practical reasons for buying the soap, once the viewers’ attention has been 
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grabbed. For the purpose of this analysis, I included the images under this under the 

category of representation due to the role of the women in the advertisements, though to 

be sure, men also face certain physical expectations of masculinity, as seen in this 

section’s examples. 

 

                

Figure 4.17 January Pinup   Figure 4.18 “Hi, sailor” 

         

The Competent Woman 

     While many ads reduced women to sexual rewards or used women’s sex appeal to sell 

products, others featured women as competent and hard-working. These advertisements 
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were mostly aimed at female audiences, which could explain the vastly different and 

more flattering representation.   

YWCA 

  Figure 4.19, published by the Young Women’s Christian Association (YWCA), in 

1918, depicts a group of four women walking alongside two horses. The image is simpler 

and less colorful than many of the other advertisements analyzed. The women are 

wearing green work uniforms that show no skin; one can be seen carrying a rake, while 

another has a hold of the reigns, guiding the horses. Another woman is carrying a basket 

of fruits and vegetables. The text on the bottom reads “The Girl on the Land Serves the 

Nation’s Need; apply Y.W.C.A. Land Service Committee.” This image emphasizes 

women’s work and contribution to the war efforts, without emphasizing their sexuality or 

preoccupation with beauty. The women’s jobs are not glamourized but instead 

represented as needed by the nation during a severe time.   

 

 

Figure 4.19 “The girl on the land” 
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  Figure 4.20, created in 1918 by Earnest Hamlin Baker for the YWCA, shows a 

line of women carrying wrenches, sledgehammers, rakes, and other manual labor tools. 

They are all in worker’s uniforms, some wearing long skirts, stockings, and military hats, 

some dressed in baggy pants and loose coats, and yet others in riveter attire, with laced-

up boots and bandanas tied around their heads. The line of women is in orange, cast with 

black shadows, while the background is an off-white color. The picture is surrounded by 

a border with several layers of color: black on the inside, followed by darker blue, lighter 

blue, and off-white as the final outer layer of the border. The text at the top reads: “For 

every fighter, a woman worker”; the YWCA logo in blue appears at the bottom, along 

with smaller text that says: “Back our second line of defense, United War Work 

Campaign.” The text colors are also in energetic but nonsexual colors—orange and off-

white—and the thick line of women, shrinking in size as it moves into the background, 

guides the viewers’ eyes to those marching at the front. The image’s angle is looking 

slightly up toward the women, which conveys their strength and power. Keeping in mind 

that women were not allowed to fight in combat at the time, this image shows women as 

equally contributing to men, though in different ways. The women appear strong, 

focused, determined, and ready to get to work. 
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Figure 4.20 “A woman worker” 

 

 Figure 4.21 is another YWCA ad from the First World War, containing a much 

simpler image and message. It shows a woman switchboard operator and a war scene 

behind her, implying she is overseas. The woman is wearing a headset and switching 

phone plugs. The text below says, “Back our girls over there. United War Work 

Campaign,” with the YWCA logo next to it. The verbal appeal calls for support from 

civilians for women volunteering overseas. The ad is entirely focused on the woman, 

without referencing men or soldiers at all. The soldiers in the background were most 

likely included to present the seriousness of the situation and cue the overseas location.   
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Figure 4.21 “Back our girls” 

Western Electric 

Figure 4.22, published in 1944 for Western Electric, also falls under the 

representation of competent women. Appearing in Look magazine, it shows a woman in 

an infirmary tent. Behind her is a distraught patient in a bed, with a doctor standing and 

looking down onto him. The scene implies urgency, as two medics and an ambulance 

appear in the background as well. The woman in the foreground is the main focus; she is 

on the telephone, holding up a piece of paper in her hand. Looking busy and working 

hard, she appears to be multitasking in a stressful environment.  Below, in small print, the 

ad offers a brief narrative: “In an evacuation hospital, this army nurse telephones for 

more blood plasma – quickly. Her call saves minutes that may save lives. She is helping 

to pay our greatest war debt – the debt we owe our wounded – by giving them every 

chance to live in the free world that they have suffered to win…for all of us.” Text on the 
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side offers two ways civilians can help the wounded: giving blood and buying war bonds. 

The text emphasizes the importance and seriousness of the woman’s job, and offers 

solutions for civilians that will ultimately aid the woman in fulfilling her duties. 

 

Figure 4.22 Western Electric 

  Western Electric published Figure 4.23 in 1943 in The Baltimore Sun, displaying 

five different women performing work duties. The ad is text-heavy; the main text at the 

top reads “Hats off to Baltimore women…” on a banner running across the upper portion 

of the page. Below, in a much smaller font, the subtext says “…who have freed Baltimore 

boys to FIGHT.” All of the women are working on factory equipment described in 

intricately or metaphorically to show the relation between the factory workers and those 

fighting overseas. In one instance, it refers to a woman using a soldering iron as using an 

“industrial firearm” during “her job of making good microphone cords.” The image 

features other women working on shielding cable for war communication, inspecting 

equipment, as well as working on telephone cords and microphones. The advertisement is 
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encouraging both men and women to apply for work at Western Electric’s Point Breeze 

plant. The ad is aimed more at women, pointing out that “hundreds of them [women] 

have come in recent months to replace Western Electric men that enlisted in the armed 

forces. Other hundreds, who made Bell Telephone equipment here before Pearl Harbor, 

are also doing important war work today.” The ad acknowledges that women were 

working hard at plants such as Point Breeze even before the war.  

 

Figure 4.23 “Hats off to Baltimore women” 

 Figure 4.24, which was an illustration in Life magazine, shows a woman standing 

at a large desk, writing in a book. She has her head turned over her shoulder, looking at 

two men in uniforms behind her, perhaps listening in on their conversation. The bottom 

of the black-and-white image shows a transcript of the soldier’s conversation.  

Corporal: What will you do after the war if you can’t get your old job back?  
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Private: Marry the girl who’s holding it down. 

One of the soldiers is pointing to the woman in the illustration, keeping his left hand 

behind his back while the other keeps both hands in his pockets. Several other women 

who appear in the background are all looking down and seem to be working as well. This 

image offers irony but also support for women working. 

  

 

Figure 4.24 Life Magazine 

 Figure 4.25, created by Edward Penfield in 1918 for the Motor Corps of America, 

also shows women as competent and useful workers. It depicts a tall and woman; her 

height symbolizes her power and strength as she physically takes up much more space. 

She is standing straight up, saluting, with a serious face. Her eye region is cast in a 

shadow from her hat. There is a service vehicle and a smaller image of a woman seen in 

the background, looking off elsewhere, but the main character portrayed is facing the 
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audience. She is wearing a traditional military uniform, except with a below-the knee 

skirt instead of pants. The large text at the top says: “Yes sir- I am here!” The text 

positioned lower on the image reads, “Recruits Wanted.” This image appears practical, 

simple, and to the point: the military wanted not just recruits, but women recruits as well. 

The ad does not feature any text or visual elements that undermine women’s status or 

make them look secondary to male recruits. This image actually contains several stylistic 

elements typically used in posters produced by the United States government, however it 

was produced and disseminated by Motor Corps of America. 

 

Figure 4.25 “Recruits wanted” 

Damsel in Distress/Romanticizing the War 
  
 Several of the analyzed ads utilize a tragic wartime love story to sell their 

products, often through the narrative of a damsel in distress who needs saving by a strong 

man who fights for her freedom. A common theme in these images is heartbreak. For 

example, a Westinghouse Electric & Manufacturing Company advertisement (Figure 



Texas Tech University, Easton Wollney, August 2017 

 
 

65 

4.26) featured in Good Housekeeping in 1942 reads in large cursive letters at the bottom 

of an image of a young woman looking distressed: “When someone you love goes to war 

–.” 

 

Figure 4.26 “When someone you love goes to war” 

The smaller text at the bottom reads: “It isn’t easy, thinking of the dangers and hardships 

that may lie ahead of him. But he’s got a job to do.” The woman, who appears to be 

upset, is being kissed on the cheek by a soldier in a uniform. The story goes on to advise 

that women should not send any letters to their husbands that may upset them because 

they are performing the real act of duty: “… make your letters cheerful and encouraging. 

Leave out the news about the rainy weather and Junior’s siege of the grippe and the 

trouble with the hot-water system. Tell him instead, the things he wants to hear…” The 

image ascribes women a specific wartime role as providers of moral support to their 

husband. The advice could be interpreted as shaming women into submissive roles.  
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 Figure 4.27 is of a young woman, perhaps still in her adolescence, lying on a bed 

next to a radio, daydreaming. Sonora, a radio and phonograph company, also employs the 

love and heartbreak narrative to sell its products. The depicted woman holds a picture of 

a soldier, and the text at the bottom says: “Their song – a chance spin of the dial and the 

room fills with music… music and memories. Memories of a boy and girl, slowly circling 

the dance floor…aware only of each other and the throbbing rhythm of their favorite 

song.” The ad goes on to describe the girl’s memories with the solider, currently off at 

war. It states that by buying a Sonora radio, with “flawless, life-like quality of tone,” the 

girl can feel as though “the orchestra is right there in the room…playing for them again.” 

This persuasion strategy uses pathos in an appeal to consumers’ emotions. By listening to 

certain music on a good-quality radio, the portrayed woman can reminisce of her 

relationship with a soldier while he is off fighting. 

 

Figure 4.27 “Their song” 
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Figure 4.28, published in 1943 The New York Times, was commissioned by The 

National Biscuit Company. The text reads: “I closed the door…and loneliness hit me...” 

The image shows a woman at home, her eyes closed, taking her hat off and holding the 

door knob, as though she has just closed the door. The subtext says: “Jim’s gone…Jim’s 

gone…Jim’s gone…It kept running through my head all the way from the station…. 

Then I closed the door…and loneliness hit me. Dear God, I cried…Bring him home 

soon!” The solution to the woman’s unrest, as some text suggests at the bottom, is to buy 

war bonds to “speed the victor…to win the peace…Bonds for human happiness. In the 

name of God and our fighting men…That is the least we can do.” Once again, the ad 

depicts a romanticized love story to sell war bonds, suggesting that if the woman wants 

Jim home sooner, she must buy bonds. There is a shaming undertone, because if she does 

not buy war bonds, she may be ungrateful, or at the very least stagnant in the efforts to 

bring home those fighting overseas, including Jim. 

 

Figure 4.28 “I closed the door and loneliness hit me” 
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CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSION 

To answer the second research question, the most commonly used visual and 

textual strategy discernible in wartime persuasive messages appears to be the 

representation of implied sexual desire, maintenance of femininity (even while working 

physically demanding jobs), and representing women as equal and indispensable 

helpmates in the war efforts. This shows that not all images represented women in an 

objectifying way. In the images implying sexual desire, women’s sexuality was often 

presented as a reward for the men fighting in the war in order to sell products and/or the 

war. All that military men had to do to gain sexual pleasures from women was to buy a 

certain product, such as shaving cream or soap, according to the persuasive messages 

analyzed. However, women were also depicted as equal contributors in the war in other 

persuasive messages.  

The YWCA organization, which produced posters during World War I, offered a 

fair and most likely accurate representation of women in the images it commissioned. 

The organization remains active, and “is dedicated to eliminating racism, empowering 

women and promoting peace, justice, freedom and dignity for all” (YWCA, 2017). 

According to the history portion of the YWCA website, the organization began training 

girls in government in 1908, offered sex education for women as early as 1913, and 

hosted its first interracial conference in Louisville, Kentucky, in 1915 (YWCA). 

Considering the progressive nature of these initiatives, it makes sense that the YWCA 

would depict women differently than other organizations or corporations. 
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Corporate versus governmental images differed greatly depending on time, place, 

and message. For example, images falling into the sexuality theme are mostly from 

advertisers trying to sell their products to both men and women. Women were less 

overtly sexualized in governmental messages; in fact, they were portrayed much more 

conservatively when juxtaposed with advertisements for brands such as Barbasol. 

Overall, World War I images tended to feature women in more practical positions, 

though to be sure, certain pictures during World War II, such as Figure 4.22 for Western 

Electric in 1944, resembles both the aesthetic and strategies of WWI persuasive 

messages, such as Figure 4.21 (produced for the YWCA in 1918). However, the Western 

Electric advertisement from World War II includes more text and offers a narrative for 

what is happening in the image, whereas the YWCA poster does not.  

The history of women in the U.S. military is important to keep into context when 

analyzing the images and, especially, their calls to action. It was during the Second 

World War that women were allowed to form auxiliary units, or WAACS (Women’s 

Army Auxiliary Corps). However, because women still could not actively participate in 

combat, they were expected to help in other ways, which explains their representations as 

switchboard operators and nurses. While some of these images hold encouragements of 

superficial vanity during times of war, portray women as focusing heavily on their 

beauty, reduce women to sexual objects, or offer narratives of women volunteering for 

the military to find a husband, some also present women as making active and significant 

contributions to the war and taking their roles seriously, as well as calling on the public to 

offer their support to women during this time. Overall, this is the case for the YWCA 
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advertisements published during World War I, especially Figure 4.21 which calls on the 

public to “Back our girls over there.” This image was also produced in conjunction with 

The United War Work Campaign in 1918, which included the YWCA and six other 

organizations raising money for American troops and military volunteers abroad to have 

entertainment. The campaign began on the day that the war ended on November 11, 

1918, but continued to raise money because not all troops came home immediately 

(United War Work, 2017).  

Other brands disseminated mixed messages. Brands such as Western Electric also 

presented favorable depictions of women hard at work during World War II, such as in 

Figures 4.22 and 4.23, which call for support of women at their jobs. However, they also 

offered narratives of co-dependency on a male figure, such as in Figure 4.26. 

Interestingly, this image (Figure 4.26) ran in Good Housekeeping, which has a 

predominantly female target audience and rarely features males on the cover, while the 

other two images ran in The Baltimore Sun newspaper and Look magazine (the American 

version). These two publications probably had gender-mixed readership. 

The women who are featured in military uniforms throughout the analyzed 

images almost always look non-threatening, especially compared to their male 

counterparts. Some women may be portrayed as looking more serious than other women 

in their wartime roles, such as Figure 4.25, depending on the product and brand, yet they 

never reach the status of threatening. This reinforces the findings in the literature that 

women may have been seen as temporary workers, and that women’s help in the military 

and other industries was crucial regardless of gender roles during both time periods.  
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Government images also tended to fall more into the category of what we would 

now call public relations, while the images produced by corporations reflected traditional 

advertising—though some, such as Figures 4.8, 4.22, 4.23, and 4.25, also reflect some 

functions of public relations, similar to the alignment ads (Schmidt & Hitchon, 2001) 

discussed in the literature. Governmental images also typically featured much less text 

than images produced by advertisers, whose intent was to sell a product. They typically 

offered a picture portraying some type of activity, with only a few words serving as a call 

to action. Advertising, on the other hand, was much more likely to provide long 

narratives with background information about the featured products or current narratives 

involving the characters pictured in the ads. While it was quite common to find 

traditional advertisements involving women and the war in some way during the World 

War II era, it was much more difficult to find these types of persuasive messages from 

the time period of World War I. Most images featuring women during World War I were 

produced by non-profit organizations or government agencies. This lack of advertising 

showing women in wartime roles may partially reflect the part that the Paris Peace 

Conference, resulting in the Treaty of Versailles, took place less than two years after the 

U.S. officially declared war on Germany, so the U.S. was not formally involved in WWI 

for as long as WWII. Another reason may be that during World War I, women had not 

yet won the right to vote and were less visible in public spaces compared to a later period 

of relative emancipation, which began in the 1920s. 

As in Peirce’s triadic model of semiotics, the images analyzed in this research 

include the representamen, the interpretant (dependent on culture and myth) and the 
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referent or meaning behind the sign. A clear example is Figure 4.9. The main objects in 

the image are the woman sewing and the man bending down to fix his lawnmower, with 

text encouraging men and women to reuse their items, acting as the representamen. But, 

looking more closely, we can see that both characters are engaged in activities associated 

with their respective gender roles. Had the woman been fixing the lawnmower and the 

man been sewing the woman’s pants, the image would most likely be interpreted 

completely differently. But, because of cultural cues, we know that women sew and men 

fix objects around the house. This knowledge acts as the interpretant. The referent, or 

action, would be for men and women to not only reuse and repair things around the 

house, but to also do so in their own roles prescribed by gender.   

Limitations  

 A limitation of this study includes the number of images analyzed. While I 

collected 55 images, the numbers of images featuring women and war during these time 

periods are surely much vaster. Additionally, about 70 to 100 years have passed by since 

these images were produced. While I analyzed the images using cultural references and 

cues familiar from current day, the images may have been interpreted differently at or 

closer to the time when they were actually produced, as U.S. culture has changed. It is 

also impossible to measure the extent to which women’s representations may have 

directly or indirectly influenced women, men, and children at the time. Another limitation 

is that only images produced and disseminated in the U.S. were used for this analysis, so 

the results of this research cannot be applied to women on a global or multi-national 

level.  
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Directions for Future Research 

Future research as a continuation of this thesis may include women’s 

representations in the United States during times of war since World War II, such as the 

Korean War, the Vietnam War, the Cold War, and the Iraq War. How have women’s 

representations changed or progressed throughout time with new technologies and mass 

media platforms available, if at all, and how has persuasive messaging techniques 

evolved overall? As social issues have changed and women in present day are allowed to 

participate in a greater amount of combat and leadership positions within the military 

(Zahora, 2007), are women depicted as stronger and more threatening in persuasive 

messages?  

Another future project that may benefit from this research is how men have been 

depicted in persuasive messages during times of war. By conducting this analysis, I 

noticed representations of hyper-masculinity that would be interesting to analyze further. 

What were—and are—the expectations of men during war, according to these messages, 

and what tactics have been used to persuade them to enlist in the U.S. military since 

World War II? 

Conclusion 

This study may benefit future research by providing a critical feminist critique of 

women’s representations during challenging and impactful time periods in the United 

States. By becoming aware of the most common symbols and representations for women 

and how those representations may or may not depict what reality was actually like for 

some women during both World Wars, it provides an opportunity to become aware of 
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misleading representations and the potentially harming signs we choose to represent 

women in persuasive images. Future research of this nature may be able to reveal how 

representations for this group may have transformed throughout the years.  
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APPENDIX 

ADDITIONAL IMAGES 

 

Figure A.1 National League for Womans Service 

  

Figure A.2 “Hold up your end” 
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Figure A.3 “Hello! This is Liberty speaking” 

 

Figure A.4 “That’s the girl! The salvation army lassie” 
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Figure A.5 Drene shampoo 

  

Figure A.6 “How to win an engagement”  
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Figure A.7 Elizabeth Arden   Figure A.8 “No other shampoo” 
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Figure A.9 “Love story in 50 words”  Figure A.10 “What to give your gal for 
Christmas” 
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Figure A.11 “Freedom from want” 

                          

Figure A.12 “Freedom from fear” 
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Figure A.13 Wanted 

 

Figure A.14 The morning telegraph 
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Figure A.15 The Red Cross 

 

Figure A.16 “War bonds are nest eggs” 
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Figure A.17 “This Christmas give war bonds” 

 

Figure A.18 Gillette Army Navy 
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Figure A.19 “Five foolish women” 

 

Figure A.20 “A victory creed for 43” 
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Figure A.21 Cadet nurse 

 

Figure A.22 “Grow your own” 
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Figure A.23 “Won’t you give my boy a chance to get home?” 

 

Figure A.24 “Make today a safe day” 
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Figure A.25 “It’s a tradition with us” 

 

Figure A.26 “Fight or buy bonds” 



Texas Tech University, Easton Wollney, August 2017 

 
 

95 

 

Figure A.27 “Make this pledge” 

   


