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The Wedding Bell Blues: 

Interpreting Changing Trends In Common Perceptions Of Marriage In Recent American History Through Young Women’s Magazines

As a young girl, I would stand in front of my grandmother’s mirror for hours, wearing what I considered to be the most beautiful garment I had ever seen: her fifty-year-old wedding veil.  I was similarly fascinated with my parent’s wedding photos, wishing I could have been there, wondering what I would have worn.  Eventually, this fascination with matrimony and nuptials died away; getting married took a backseat in my plans for the future.  What had previously seemed to be the most exciting element of my adulthood now seemed dull --but why?  I would like to think it was prudence or common sense, yet I do not think I can accurately credit myself with this paradigm shift. I am, like all women and men, a victim of cultural manipulation; I am unwillingly persuaded to want what surrounding films, magazines, news stories, television shows, current science, etc. tell me to want.  As a teenager, magazines told me how fun it was to be single, while statistics from health class warned me not to marry young; the world surrounding me dismissed my girlish fantasy, told me that marriage is actually not that rewarding.  I doubt I would have lost my fascination with wedding veils, matrimonial bliss, diamond rings, and a husband if my surrounding society deemed marriage as a preferable option for young women.  Magazines marketed to young women, like Mademoiselle, Glamour, and Cosmopolitan,  seem to be consistent reflections of reigning societal preferences and trends, especially when concerning marriage and romance.  By portraying the dominant social attitudes of such topics in a glamorized and glorious fashion, these magazines not only reveal, but also perpetuate often oppressive societal ideals for young women, whether they be the sophisticated engaged woman of the 1940’s or the sexualized bachelorette of the 21st century.  

Young women’s magazines published in the 1940’s and 1950’s portray marriage as an accomplishment for women, a well-earned reward for the sophisticated, beautiful, and well-dressed who had managed to obtain a husband.  It is clear that the status of engagement was enviable during this time; ring advertisements explicitly allude to the prestige of the agreement their product symbolizes.  One ad, for example, featured in the May 1955 issue of Mademoiselle, informs readers that marriage is “the beginning of your happiness.”   Another includes an image of a woman catching another bride’s bouquet, advertising their diamonds to those women who “are next in line for that cherished ring” (Mademoiselle May 1955).  The allusion to a figurative “line” in which women wait to receive a husband seems to insinuate that men are a scarce commodity of which there are a limited supply at the nearest Bloomingdale’s.  It is the fiance, not the ring, that is truly depicted as desirable.  


The personal hygiene industry also seemed to utilize marriage and engagement as an advertising strategy in mid-century America.  Every one of the many advertisements for facial soap and moisturizers in Good Housekeeping’s July 1945 issue includes at least one picture of a woman in a wedding gown.  An ad for Pond’s facial cream proudly portrays one lucky Pond’s user, claiming that “She’s engaged, she’s lovely, [and] she uses Pond’s!”  The promotion describes her complexion as “porcelain-like in its smoothness, with a dewy young-soft look -the look so many Pond’s engaged girls seem to have” (69).  An advertisement for Woodbury’s facial soap takes a similar strategy, parading the courtship and wedding of the former Miss. Virginia Scott.  The ad includes five photos of this glamorous woman on dates and at her wedding, yet includes only one small photo of the actual product.  Not only do these endorsements promote the idea that marriage is glamorous and desirable, they also ascribe a fallacious causality between soap and marital status.  Apparently, a lifetime commitment requires neither hard work nor devotion, but rather Woodbury’s facial soap!  


Magazines marketed for young women in the 1940’s and 1950’s not only portray marriage as the preferred status of young women, but also as the assumed status of many of their readers.  Mademoiselle, for example, the title of which, rather ironically, is French for a young unmarried woman, aims many of their articles and advertisements of this time period towards a young, married demographic, normalizing the culturally celebrated “young wife.”  Matrimonial biases taint even the fashion articles; the February 1955 issue contains a ten page spread on bridal gowns and bridesmaid dresses, entitled “Fashions of the Heart.”  Many issues include a section labeled “Pretty Pregnancy,” in which seasonal maternity clothes are artistically photographed.  One article in their January 1955 issue contains an excerpt from a novel, entitled “The Portrait of a Young Wife.”  An accompanying editor’s note explains Mademoiselle’s considerable excitement in publishing this piece given that the young wife portrayed in the novel is “a character with whom many of our readers are likely to find identification” (75). It appears here that the editor believes Mademoiselle’s orientation towards young married women is simply representative of the magazine’s target market.  This may be partially accurate; the number of married couples did indeed soar after World War Two due to the influx of eligible bachelors returning from the war.  However, the editor’s comments fail to mention the magazines prevailing prescriptive tendencies; the assumptions of marriage depicted in the articles of Mademoiselle and other magazines are inexplicit instructions on how young women should orient their own romantic aspirations.   


This ubiquity of the young wife and the idealization of marriage and engagement in young women’s magazines seem to wither away in the issues of the 1960’s and 1970’s with the advent of the second-wave feminist movement and the sexual revolution.  Glamorized themes of marriage and engagement become far less prevalent, and the “single girl” is instead embraced.  An article in Mademoiselle’s September 1968 issue, titled “Spinster Kicks and Kickbacks” is a perfect example of this transition. The column romanticizes, not the bliss of marriage but the “opportunities, pastimes, and luxuries” of being single.  Mademoiselle issues of the 1960’s and 1970’s consistently reflect this attitude; men are no longer a prerequisite for happiness or sophistication. As one perfume ad states, “A drop of Arpege may not make a man fall at your feet.  But Arpege will make you feel beautiful” (Mademoiselle Dec. 1969, p. 43).  According to this insightful advertisement, being beautiful no longer concerns how men perceive you but how you perceive yourself.  The discussion of marriage is almost nonexistent in these issues.  When it is mentioned, the catch-a-man attitude of the 1940’s and 1950’s is replaced by a more egalitarian perspective on matrimony.  Marriage no longer involves a woman’s waiting line; marriage is instead, as a diamond ring ad romantically idealizes, the “symbol of the love you [and your husband] share” (Mademoiselle July 1969, p. 19).  The engagement ring transforms from being a symbol of the beginning of a woman’s happiness to representing a celebration of “all your sharing, all your special memories [that] have grown into a precious and enduring love” (Engagement ring advertisement, Mademoiselle Nov. 1969, p. 8).


 Yet perhaps the most pronounced change in young women’s magazines between the 1950’s and 1960’s seems, superficially, to be unrelated to marriage, it instead concerns the sudden emergence of a small three-letter word: sex. The word now endorses everything from headbands to facial products, implying that nothing is worth buying unless it will make the consumer sexy.  It seems the word “engaged,” seen in the advertisements of the 1950’s, has met its match; as a Mademoiselle article claims, society has discovered “Sex: The New Status Symbol” (Nov. 1968, p. 63).  Smaller advertisements lining the sides of articles formerly filled with promotions for dress shops, form-wear, and airline jobs are replaced with endorsements for breast enhancement and hair removal products.  The sexual revolution of the 1960’s is commodified through these advertisements and articles of Mademoiselle, creating a new ideal to which women are instructed to conform.  The sexual liberty portrayed as hip for young women demands a repudiation of the institution of marriage, which is no longer necessary and no longer glamorous.  


The focus on sex and sensuality seen in the 1960’s and 1970’s is just the precursor to the obsessive fixation current magazines portray.  For example, Glamour, the modern off-shoot of Mademoiselle, which is no longer in print, devotes a monthly 20-page portion of their magazine solely to sexual “health,” in addition to the underlying sexual themes which permeate all articles and ads in their magazine.  The April 2010 sexual health section interestingly includes a quiz entitled “Do You Know Your Sex Type?”  Apparently, it is vital for a woman to know if she is an “Indiana Joan” or a “Romance Addict” to be sexually healthy.  No magazine exemplifies the glorification of sexuality as well, however, as the infamous Cosmopolitan; in the April 2010 issue, the word “sex” appears four times on the cover page alone, not including its blaring mention of “g-spots” and things to do “butt naked.”  Oriented towards the same age and gender demographic as Mademoiselle, Cosmopolitan takes an extreme stance on sexual liberty, marketing their magazine as a monthly installment of a Love-Making Bible.  However, unlike the sexuality seen in the magazines of the 1960’s, these current issues portray woman’s sexuality as almost exclusively as a means to “get a man.”  Columns entitled “Oral Sex Tips,” “Read His Subtle Sex Signals,” and “Is Sex with You Exciting or A Little Too Tame?” (Cosmopolitan April 2010) insinuate that women should be concerned with the man’s sexual pleasure during intercourse, not their own.  Glamour discusses “25 Things That Keep Him Hooked and Happy,” most of which concern sex tips or being and looking seductive.  While “hooking” a husband is no longer portrayed as important, “hooking” a man or many men is still depicted as crucial to a woman’s “success,” only now, the magazines say, it takes a little bit more than hand lotion or facial soap. 


Magazines for young women, historical and current, always seem to have a powerful influence on their readers’ values, desires, and aspirations, especially when discussing romance and commitment.  Whether it be the engaged sophisticate of the 1950’s, the independent and confident single girl of the 1960’s and 1970’s, or the alluring and sexually-experienced bachelorette of today’s pop culture, the magazine industry bombards young women with idealized standards of what romance should mean to them. Yet, one thing remains quite dismally steadfast: the androcentrism of all relationships depicted.  With a brief respite in the 1960’s, perhaps due to the progressive social movements of the time, the ability to “get a man,” be it for marriage or for casual dating, endures as a problematic status symbol.  Magazines are still telling women to conform to exactly what men want.  Magazines published in 1955 tell women that being able to find a husband is a sign of sophistication and glamour, an achievement to be cherished.  Current magazines such as Cosmopolitan imply that, in order to find their man readers should encompass their motto: be “fun and fearless!”  This sounds liberating until, upon closer reading, it becomes clear that being “fun and fearless” actually means knowing how to give a man mind-blowing oral sex.  Yet, perhaps there is something to fear: women’s identities, women’s independence, and both men and women’s romantic relationships being tainted by these magazines which perpetuate the androcentrism and patriarchy of historical and current America.  

