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Rosie at Home:
Life Magazine and the Remaking of the American Nation-State
During World War II
Lisa Bloom, Ph.D.

Much U.S. feminist work on images from World War II focuses on the emergence of
the more liberatory figure of the female factory worker, “Rosie the Riveter,” (illus. 1) but
little work has been done to date on how the more conventional images of “woman” from this
period were used in the dominant media to discipline women’s bodies through idealization.
One of the concerns of this paper will be to examine the excessive use of media images of
women as mothers and housewives during this unusual historical moment in photographic and
print culture. Throughout my paper I will use the terms women and “woman” as a rhetorical
strategy to distinguish between women as historical subjects and the notion of “woman” as a
single, ideal type produced by Life’s hegemonic discourse. I will keep these terms separate, as
part of the intention will be to explore the ways in which the relationship between the two
terms is set up.1 The concept “woman” was a very specific construct within the context of Life
magazine. Visibility was given only to American, white, Anglo-Saxon, middle-class “woman.”
The editorial bias underlying such a limited corpus of women was never stated explicitly.
Presented as an universal category, Life’s “woman” was meant to stand for all women,
regardless of class, race, ethnicity, and nationality.

Although women were excluded from the patriarchal order, the dominant media
specified “woman” in a particular social and natural order within the domestic sphere,
established her in certain positions of meaning and fixed her in a certain identification. In this
article I will examine the workings of the systematic process of objectification by which U.S.
women were prepared for the specific roles society assigned them. “Woman’s” visibility
seemed a way to remove power from women, although it offered them, on the level of
appearances, an illusory sense of their equality to men. This seemed especially the case
considering that the frequency of “woman’s” representations did not mirror actual women’s
relation to power within the cultural order. “Woman” was always being classified, described
and coded, but women were never setting up the codes of classification for themselves.
Equally important was that what was given visibility was not a women’s voice to articulate the
specific nature of her cultural experience, but a “woman-as spectacle-body” that stood in place
of and detached from her voice. The “woman’s” body obtained a potent legitimacy as the
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its images to be able to communicate on their own, almost pantomimically. Before the
introduction of popular magazines ordinary individuality — the everyday individuality of
“woman” remained below the threshold of description. Although the medium of photography
was young at the time, the family narrative that it illustrated had its own strong tradition within
the culture. Therefore, the contribution of the picture magazines was not so much to make up
new narratives but to typify, through visual representations, the ones that already existed. I will
reconsider this issue later in the article when I will discuss how the authority of representations
established and constrained the terrain of women by creating paradigms of “woman” during a
crisis. (W.W.II)

Considering the frequently taken-for-granted character of assumptions about women
and photographic images of “woman” in society, a feminist approach to cultural analysis,
particularly popular photographic images of “woman,” is relevant. Unfortunately it has been
too neglected thus far by the photography community, who for the most part privileges art
photographs over popular ones, and even worse, tends to overlook the issue of gender in
representations altogether. This parochialness however seems in the process now of breaking
down, as theories and methods from disciplines such as literary theory, anthropology, and
feminist film theory are seen more and more as offering valuable methods by which to extend
the ways representations are studied. S AsTwill attempt here to articulate the relations of the
female subject to ideology and representation, I will appropriate certain existing methods from
other disciplines as I see fit for my purposes. I found such methods useful insofar as they
provided a way to obtain a more privileged point of entry into the workings of ideology and
enabled me to chart and analyze some of the ways in which “woman” was constructed as
eternal, mythical and unchanging.

Because Life has a multiplicity of readers, the patterning system of codes that
marked gender distinctions was also read differently by its diverse audience. Because of this 1
will attempt to include in my analysis a reading of these codes from the different vantage
points of its audience. This, however, will be incomplete, as there is no simple way of
understanding the potential range of “readings” available to Life’s original audience, whose
readings were informed by their own historically specific class, race, and gender positions.

I decided that the best way to examine the parameters of codes that fixed “woman’s”
body and effected the relation between sexuality and gender roles was to study a period in
which there was a disruption of the general cultural patterning system. The period around
W.W.II provided an ideal area for such a study because the codes that previously constituted
the “woman’s” narrative within the family had to be loosened temporarily to foster solidarity
within the system while the country was at war. However, once the external threats to the
system were over, when the war ended, it became important to reaffirm stability and bring the
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men who refused to conform as well as women. The codes that defined women were given,
however, the greatest visibility.

In the most overdetermined examples, these marginal roles were depicted as
embodiments of Evil, particularly during the pre and post-war periods when the codes that
defined the female narratives were the most rigid. The mythical concept of the prostitute,
which I will refer to as the “loose woman,” was shown as someone who was essentially
unstable. She was depicted as unpredictable, therefore asocial. She took refuge behind the law
when she considered that it was in her favor and broke it when she found it useful to do so.

The “loose woman” was considered threatening precisely because she provided one
vector of resistance to the dominant female narrative. Because she stood outside the confines
of the family narrative, limitations on her mobility were less severe. While moral invocations
placed her in an inferior position to that of the proper middle-class “mother,” her reality was
far freer and bore a broader range of worldly experience and possibility. From such a position
she was even able to justifiably enjoy power and pleasure within the ambit of her alleged
transgressions. Unlike her counterparts within the dominant female narrative, the “loose
woman” was able to transcend the functional definitions of procreation. She was likely to be
more educated and more worldly, more self-reliant than the “mother.” Degraded by moral
sanctions, she was able to be more engaged and viable within the terms of society. As a result,
she was more active and less self-effacing that the conventional “woman.” If pleasure in
sexuality was considered vulgar among the “woman” of the home, for the “loose woman” it

was not only permissible, but encouraged. Thus, she was able to engage in sensual and other
worldly pleasures, unknown to “mothers.” Erotic satisfaction and power — although limited to
arenas of sexuality — found fulfillment in the impropriety of her role. The eroticism of female
sexual power stood as an exciting counterpoint to the dependency that marked the limited
horizon of motherly ethics. Although such coguetry could be understood as part of the
oppressive project for female objectification, within this context it carried yet another
connotation. Breaking through the social imagery of confinement, overt sexuality could be
regarded as an empowerment of women that offered the tools for a liberating secular activity.
1 will now return to the more sedate secular religion embodied within the dominant
female narrative and focus particularly on the central position of Motherhood. As a mythical
concept, Motherhood was revealed in representations on the level of form rather than content.
The images worked to turn the role into the unrepresentable by making the mother the
embodiment of abstract and intangible moral qualities. (illus. 5) For instance, in an image in
which the “mother” was depicted as Madonna and Child the mythical concept of Motherhood
was re-presented in the form of an historical icon. Such representations that draw on an
iconographic connotation that already existed within the culture conferred an authority and
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contradictions and obstacles of the outside world. In short, it was a site in which it was possible
for her to effectively administer her control. Within the space of the home, signs corresponded
to causes and thus the distinction between Good and Evil was able to become visibly and
literally apparent. Like the “mother,” the “home” represented the ideological closure of Good
(the secular exemplar of Paradise). The representation of the space of the home thus became
compatible with the representation of the “mother’s” body. Like the “mother’s” body, the
idealized aspects of the “home” were accentuated. As “all mothers” were American, white and
middle class, “all homes” were white, detached, with white picket fences, shutters, porches,
and neatly kept gardens. As in the case with the “mother,” the moral essence of the “home”
must be comprehended at a single stroke. The details of both maintained their similarities
through exaggeratedly apparent visual links. Like the mother’s clothing that was permeated
with superfluous home-made and thus inexpensive details that expressed her creativity and
thriftiness, the home was adorned with similarly low-budget details. (illus. 6) While the mother
would wear frills on her apron and bows in her hair, the house would be dressed in lamp
shades with velvet bows and chintz curtains with lace. The juxtaposition of the excessively
serious and excessively frivolous, as the basis for the rhetoric of the home and the mother,
reproduced, the mythic situation of both, which was at the same time sublime and childish. 7

What separated Motherhood from other parts of the narrative was that it was the only
stage that conferred public respect to women in relation to her work. What was significant,
however, is that her duties, which were hierarchically ordered, were defined only in terms of
the domestic sphere. Priority was given to the maintenance of her children and home — which
were considered her essential responsibilities — over “club work” for instance. However,
because all of her work existed outside of the economic system, its value remained somehow
ambiguous as compared to men’s work. One of the built-in flaws of her duties was that there
existed no set of concrete and thus measurable criteria by which to judge the performance level
of her work in a way that gave it significance within the male public sphere which was where
power was decided.

One of the ways in which women sought to justify their value was through
demonstrating not only their capability but mastery over their duties within the domestic
sphere. They would become “super mothers” and “super housewives™ to protect themselves
from reproach. (illus. 7) Their self-discipline in their work would be a sign of their moral
impeccability. Since wasting time could be considered a moral offense, they would devote
their energy to finding new chores within the house in which they could demonstrate their
talents.

Jane Amberg, featured as Life magazine’s “Model Housewife,” was shown proud to
demonstrate the duties performed during her “24-hour-a-day job, including Saturdays, Sundays
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seemed to offer to a difficult problem. Perhaps what “young woman” thought as impossible is
effortlessly obtained if they just buy the right product. Although this logic defied the hard
reality of the social system, where short-cuts rarely existed, they gave expression to the desire
to believe in fantastic solutions to difficult problems and thus made the burden of any difficult
position easier to cope with.

This stage of the woman’s narrative is especially fraught with danger because of the
many contradictions inherent in the role itself. In order to “get a man, “ “woman” is expected
to appear both physically and sexually appealing to men. The endless improvements of bits and
pieces of facial and body surfaces is supposedly in competition with other “young woman.”
However, because “woman” had to simultaneously appear to be a “good woman” (virgin) she
also had to be able to restrain her sexuality in order to maintain an equally credible appearance
of virginal purity. In order for her to play the different parts required of her, she had to show a
willingness to try various guises in order to appear at different times in different ones. Often
her concern with carrying an appearance off did not necessarily imply a deep and abiding
identification with that appearance, as is the case with men. For instance, when awards were
worn by men they were clearly understood as representative of achievement, however when
worn by “woman,” the awards became merely an accessory to her ever-changing costume. To
maintain a balance between the two polarities of behavior expected from her, she needed to be
able to carry any given appearance off without implying a deep and abiding identification with
one particular appearance. This prevented her from going too far in either direction and
functioned as a check on her intrinsic behavior. While the extremely disciplined, serious
“young woman” who bore all the necessary traits of Motherhood —self-sacrifice, patience,
dedication in her service to others — risked becoming a spinster as a result of her strong
identification with her work, the overtly sexual woman as desirable as she appeared, is
disqualified from the onset because her promiscuousness always raised a question, and her
virginity was not assured before the fact. Such a “loose woman” risked the quickest dismissal
of all the “woman” who sought to become potential mothers.

The “loose woman” is depicted as the embodiment of Evil. She is shown as
someone who is essentially unstable. She accepts the rules only when they are useful to her and
transgressed the formal continuity of attitudes. She is depicted as unpredictable, therefore
asocial. She took refuge behind the law when she considered that it is in her favor and broke it
when she found it useful to do so. The “loose woman” is considered threatening when the
codes that defined the constructed narrative of “woman” were the most rigid. The vector of
resistance she provided to the dominant female narrative revealed an illusionary liberatory
space which made the dominant discourse appear less rigid.

Because the “loose woman” stood outside the confines of the family narrative,
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were always “woman” first. (illus. 10)

Certain consumer products helped women maintain the signs of femininity that stood
for marks of allegiance to their given cultural role. They helped factory work become
temporarily respectable for women because they no longer had to sacrifice their femininity in
order to do it. Products served as rites of passage that allowed access into previously forbidden
zones. They functioned as talismans that could transform hands made rough and dirty in the
public sphere into clean and smooth ones appropriate for the domestic one. As “lovely
Marguerite Kirchner, a worker at the Boeing Plant in Seattle” confesses: “The dirt and toil
doesn’t harm my skin, so long as I take a daily Woodbury Facial Cocktail.”

During the war there were more representations than ever of the “mother.” However,
while the proverbial apron of the “housewife” was depicted everywhere in Life magazine,
some real mothers were actually wearing the garb of workers. The gap between representations
of “woman” and the real lives of women was never greater. Not only is the visibility of the
“mother” instrumental to keeping alive on the level of form the “woman’s” narrative, while it
is actually being drastically modified to accommodate itself to the demands of an emergency
period, but its very appearance “out of history” affirmed its timelessness and universality. The
high seriousness of the representations of the “Mother” distinguished these from other
representations that depicted women active in the war effort. These other images were
composed as snapshots and seemed, by contrast to the formality of “Mother” images, to have
been more vivid impressions.

From these differences in representations during the war years, I realized that there
was a two-tiered system operating simultaneously. While the images in the dominant narrative
were formal and mythical, the images in, what I will refer to as, the sub-narrative were
informal and chaotic and had more of a transient quality. (illus. 11) If the dominant narrative
depicted the War as a battle between the forces of Good and Evil, the sub-narrative showed it
as a carnival. Thus, the sub-narrative functioned to counterbalance the rigidity of the dominant
narrative, and provided a liberatory space where room was given to relax from the religion of
Way. (illus. 12)

The circumstances of the war seriously upset the equilibrium of the social order. This
disturbance particularly affected the nuclear family. As a result of the disruption caused by the
need for the men to leave the country to fight in the war effort, and the women to leave the
home to work in war jobs, the nuclear family became spatially dispersed. In order to preserve
the purpose of the Family during a period of disjuncture, the Nation merged its identity with it.
(illus. 13) The two became interchangeable. The “mother” became “Mrs. America” and her
family becomes representative of “what America stood for.” The enemies of the nation became
enemies of the family and the enemies of both were regarded as threats to the social order. The
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image as “mother” for the neighborhood through the “picture windows” of her new post-war
suburban home. (illus. 15)

After the war, the American kitchen — where technology met food— became the
promised site of American freedom but also an area of woman’s confinement. As the allotted
woman’s space within the domestic sphere, the kitchen - as the new totally visible disciplinary
space- had its carceral effects for the housewife. Like the images of “woman” in Life
magazine, the kitchen, too, could be seen as a spatial model for a social technology of the
everyday that held “woman” captive while providing the illusion of her freedom.

Notes
1. Theresa de Lauretis, Alice Doesn’t (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1984) is a book
which confronts theoretical discourses and expressive practices (cinema, language,
narrative, imaging) that construct a representation of “woman.” The distinction she sets up
between “woman “ and women in her introduction (5-6) was influential to my work.

2. Printer’s Ink, (Jan. 2, 1942), vol. 198, no. 1.

3. De Lauretis, p. 31. I am borrowing De Lauretis uses the of the term “Family machine” for
my paper though she uses it to refer specifically to the novel, the cinema, and television.

4. Life Magazine established in 1936 was equivalent to CBS and NBC during this pre-
television era in the US. Of all the publications during thii}:eﬁod,Life had the largest
circulation. For further information on the history of Life Magazine during its first two
decades, see: Otha C. Spencer, Twenty Years of Life, A Study of Time, Inc.’s Picture
Magazine and its Contribution to Photojournalism. (University of Missouri, 1958,
unpublished dissertation.)

5. A general sampling of articles that focus specifically on representations of women in

opular magazines would include the following and is by no means intended to be an
inclusive list: Judith Williamson, Decoding Advertisements gﬂoston: Marion Boyars,
1978); John Berger, Ways of Seeing (New York: Penguin, 1973); Richard Simon,
Cosmopolitan Magazine as Literature,” (unpublished talk, University of California, Santa
Cruz, 1989); Ellen Lupton, Mechanical Brides (New York: Princeton Architectural Press,
1993); Mary Anne Staniszewski, Believing is Seeing: Creating the Culture of Art (New
York: Penguin, 1995).

6. Jo Spence in her article “What Do People Do All Day? Class and Gender in Images of
Women,” Screen Education, Winter 1978/79, made such an observation in her examination
of representations of women around W.W.II in the British illustrated news magazine Picture
Post. Her brief study which focused primarily on the change in the social division of labor
during W.W.1I and 1ts effects on the types of images of women produced during the war
was particularly valuable to my own work.

7. Roland Barthes, The Fashion System (New York: Hill and Wang, 1983), 241-244. 1 applied
the terms “seriousness” and “frivolousness” that Barthes used to describe the fashion
System to my own analysis of the “Mother.”

8. Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish (New York: Vintage Books, 1979). Foucault’s

chapt}elar on “Docile Bodies” was especially useful for my own analysis of the disciplined
“mother.”
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