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Introduction


I’ve always thought magazines were fascinating – how you get a new one every so often; how you don’t know what will be in each issue, yet you know what to expect; how you can learn something new; how you can read some of all it; how you can read it online, have it delivered through the mail, or buy it in a store or on the street. I could go on and on.  What I didn’t fully understand, until completing this research, was how significant magazines have been and still are in the lives of American women.  When I pick up a magazine, I now know that I am holding in my hands a tool that has been used for hundreds of years.  It has shaped the thoughts of women, sometimes for good and sometimes for bad. Magazines are powerful. 


When beginning this project, I immediately observed five important subjects that show the women’s progression as the “second sex.” The first section of this paper gives an extensive historical overview of the women’s publication system and what events between 1910 and 1960 affected women’s magazine production. The following four sections are titled “Women and Politics,” “Women and Education,” “Women and Work,” and “Women and Domesticity.”  Through those five lenses, I have been able to find patterns of how women were prioritized, what they were taught, how women reacted to their gender roles and what events affected those roles over the fifty years.  
1. Historical Overview


The first magazines were published in America in 1741 and were largely targeted for a male audience.  Topics of the magazines included information about politics, social life, etiquette, and women. According to the Dictionary of American History, many articles regarding the topic of women included the role of women in and outside the home, the discourses surrounding that subject, as well as how that role affected the family unit, and ultimately, America.  However, it wasn’t until fifty years later that the first magazine directed at women finally emerged. Entitled The Lady’s Magazine, and Repository of Entertaining Knowledge (Appendix 1), this publication was intended to “inspire the female mind with a love of religion, of patience, prudence, and fortitude” by releasing a 300 page volume every six months.  Content included reviews of literature, and summaries of foreign news, as well as homage to Mary Wollstonecraft’s Vindication of the Rights of Women.


Two hundred years later, women’s magazines had changed dramatically.  By 1920, six major women’s magazines had entered main stream media, half of these with male editor-in-chiefs: Ladies’ Home Journal, Woman’s Home Companion, Good Housekeeping, Delineator, Pictorial Review, and McCall’s. Combined, these publications are known as the “Big Six.” In terms of content, 1910 marks the first time in which these women’s publications wrote specifically for female readers as opposed to the broader audience of the family.  For example, the Delineator at this time began to focus more on domesticity and motherhood, Good Housekeeping began to emphasize its product “Testing Institute” (aimed at housewives), McCall’s retained its focus on women’s fashions, Pictorial Review included content which defined a wide range of women’s interests, and Woman’s Home Companion focused on the family through the role of the mother.  As Mary Ellen Zuckerman points out in her book A History of Popular Women’s Magazines in the United States, 1792-1995, this shift is clear when comparing two subheadings of Woman’s Home Companion magazine: “A Popular Illustrated Family Magazine” in 1910 compared to “The Woman Makes the Home” in 1912 (Zuckerman 80).


While women’s publications in the 1920’s reflected society’s view of the female role, as well as led discussions and educated readers about society’s changing views, they also explored the possibilities for women outside the home.  Delineator considered the budgets of working girls, “keeping in mind sociologists’ claim that women spent their money frivolously” (Zuckerman 87); Ladies Home Journal looked into the lives of women dressmakers, stenographers, teachers, interior decorators, artists, telegraphers, actresses, and journalists; McCall’s similarly investigated stereotypically female professions like dressmaking, stenography, tea-room and millinery shop ownership, as well as non-traditionally female jobs such as real estate agents, hotel owners and female pilots.  The “Big Six” also delved into controversial subjects such as sex education, venereal disease and birth control.  As a result, many women cancelled their subscriptions because discussions of such topics were strictly taboo.  Additionally, efforts were made to educate women about politics, government, and female suffrage issues.  Within this decade four of the six (Delineator, Woman’s Home Companion, McCall’s, and Good Housekeeping) eventually supported female suffrage and women’s voting rights, often becoming women’s primary source of education on the matter because popular women’s magazines reached an unparalleled audience size compared to feminist journals. 


During the decade of 1910, World War I also profoundly influenced women’s magazines.  According to Zuckerman, “war-related topics halted the narrowing of subject matter and in fact worked to broaden and deepen the material presented in the publications” (93).  Prior to the war, many articles and editorials were written in the Big Six regarding war relief efforts, the need for peace, and information about how women could help war-torn Europe. Women’s magazines during the war then became a useful tool for the government to give information to the masses, especially information concerning food and energy conservation, as well as information about how women could aid in the war effort.  In 1914, an outsider of the Big Six, Vogue, sponsored a fashion fete in New York City that raised money for women and children in Europe, the first event of its kind. The publications made women’s war efforts possible, and thus, the march toward the women’s right to vote was inevitable.


The word “expansion” best summarizes how popular women’s magazines changed in the 1920’s.  Circulation, content, size, distribution, advertising, and competition all increased while prices stayed the same.  This was a time of abundance, and women’s magazines reflected that.  Magazine sales rose as education, income, and leisure also amplified.  Despite the general increase, however, sustained efforts to find additional readers continued due to pressure from advertisers.  Advertisers in women’s magazines created revolutionary strategies, such as merchandising tie-ins and linkages with specific retailers, in hopes of staying ahead of the competition.  They even looked outside American readership to ensure expansion: Good Housekeeping, Harper’s Bazaar, Vogue, Woman’s Home Companion, and Ladies’ Home Journal launched European versions of their publications or shipped thousands of copies overseas. 


Along with most of the Big Six, fashion magazines began to prosper in similar ways during this time as well.  Though the leading fashion magazines, Vogue and Harper’s Bazaar, cost more per issue than other genres of women’s magazines, their circulation increased during the 1920’s.  The two publications expanded fashion journalism like never before, raising the bar in terms of reporting, photography, and overall visual appeal.


Another genre of women’s magazines emerged during the 1920’s - “confession magazines.” These magazines were inspired by the first of its kind, True Story, published by Bernarr Macfadden.  Confession magazines were “highly personal, ‘true’ stories, featuring liberal amounts of emotion and sex” (Zuckerman 118), and focused on realistic discussions of marriage, family, and sex, often centering on a moral lesson.  These publications were significant because the readership consisted of working-class females who were infrequent magazine readers, had little education, and less purchasing power.  Because this portion of the American women’s population was thus an undesirable target for publishers and advertisers, the confession magazines were not considered competition for the Big Six.  Working-class women, had for the first time, a magazine written “for” them and no longer felt as if they were being enticed to buy magazines aimed at middle-class women.


   1922 marked an important step in women’s suffrage with the passing of the 19th Amendment (women’s right to vote).  Interestingly, no official women’s journals aimed at informing their readers about women’s suffrage survived past 1931.  The specialized journals never matched the circulation power of the general interest women’s magazines, “partially because of their more targeted content, partially because of the lack of a strong publishing organization and/or firm advertising support” (Zuckerman 120).  Additionally, the availability of the publications as well as the promotional efforts weakened the outreach of the women’s suffrage publications.


Due to the stock market crash of 1929 and the resulting economic recession throughout the 1930’s, the women’s magazine system changed. Advertisers had to slash budgets and reader’s preferences regarding content changed.  No longer could editors include a vast variety of topics.  They were forced to focus on fewer topics that had the widest appeal, “typically the fiction and service departments” (Zuckerman 101). Black Tuesday also caused the collapse of two of the Big Six: Delineator and Pictorial Review.  The surviving Big Six continued by instituting salary cuts and aggressively selling advertising (causing profitable circulation).  


The 1930’s also saw the rise of new types of women’s magazines. Family Circle (1932) and Woman’s Day (1937) were distributed only in grocery stores. The first fan magazine was established, though not intended to be permanent. The fan magazines reflected the heightened interest in Hollywood during this decade and exposed the lives of celebrities for the first time.  Advertisers and editors worked more closely on fan magazines, and working-class women were found to be their primary readers.  The first publications aimed at African American women, such as The Negro Woman’s World (1934-1936) and The Woman’s National Magazine (1936-1941), were also established during this decade, though most did not last. Most of these new publications did not achieve the necessary financial base from advertisers to remain stable. 


Market research during the 1930’s became more established and sophisticated as technology advanced. Each publisher at the time was not only competing against other magazines, but against radio as well.  Their new goal was to persuade the manufacturers that advertisements worked. To keep up with the competition, magazines designed research to prove how their publication had unique characteristics.  According to Zuckerman, “income, buying power, and neighborhoods formed categories of special interest” (125).


Advertisements themselves began to change in the 1930’s as well: “advertising for personal care products increased, advertising for apparel declined, and advertising for durable goods remained relatively steady” (Zuckerman 159). Gender stereotyping of customers started to take effect. For the first time, women’s advertisements included products like cosmetics and household items, whereas before, advertisements in women’s magazines were more universal in terms of the gender of the product user.  Cosmetic ads faced severe scrutiny during this decade.  Readers of women’s magazines said the ads created unrealistic hopes and empty promises. Car advertisements were still targeted at women, but focused on different features like ease, style and model choice.  Car advertisements would generally not be seen again in women’s magazines for another fifty years.  Overall, advertisements started to become more prominent, flashy, and larger in size.  During the 1930’s, the emphasis on women’s domestic role, the managerial style of their responsibilities in the home, as well as women’s need to “find the right man” began to be the focus of most ads -- a sentiment largely developed in the subsequent two decades. 


Not only did WWI cause major changes of women’s magazines, but WWII also shaped the publications in the 1940’s.  Tensions about gender roles rose during this period because women were not only encouraged to refine their positions as homemakers, but also to seek employment outside the home. The publications presented information about government conservation guidelines, built morale, and brought news of the war as it related to women. Included in the magazines was advice about guidelines for the wartime restrictions, stressing women’s role as guardians and managers of the home.  Simultaneously, women’s magazines also promoted work in factories and industries when the economy needed those jobs to be filled, often calling that type of employment “patriotic.”  The government recognized that women’s magazines were a communication tool not to ignore, yet they worked less directly with the editors than during WWI partially because the government had expanded and partially because media had extended to include news magazines and radio. To control the communication of war efforts, the government formed the Office of War Information (OWI) in 1942, including a Magazine Bureau headed by journalist Dorothy Ducas.  Women’s magazines during WWII played a “reflecting role,” meaning they cooperated with government agendas while still including topics of readers’ interests (Zuckerman 179).


Women’s employment rate skyrocketed during WWII.  According to Nancy A. Walker, author of Shaping Our Mothers’ World: American Women’s Magazines, “from 1940 to 1945, the number of women working outside the home grew from 12 to 18 million, and of these, 5 million had industrial jobs; 17 percent of shipyard workers were female” (81). Also, more than 350,000 women served in the military and 30% of America’s professional nurses served during the war.  Despite this increase in women’s employment, “in 1941, about 30,000,000 women were homemakers, with no paid employment; in 1944, seven out of eight of these women were still engaged entirely in homemaking” (Walker 81).  Due to the high percentage of housewives in the country, the advice columns in women’s magazines centered mostly on the stresses and shortages of wartime.  Articles as well as advertisements presented information on “product rationing, tips on keeping the family healthy, guidelines for thrifty shopping, counsel on parenting, warning about the black market and the censorship of mail, and, of course, advice on how to look good through it all” (Walker 85).  


Even before the war ended, magazines turned their focus to what life would be like in America when the conflict was resolved, mostly as this pertained to the returning soldiers (emotionally, practically, individually, and socially).  The publications encouraged women to consider their role in relationship to the returning vets.  “As McCalls put it, women formed the ‘bridge’ between the old world the vet left and the new one he would find on coming home” (Zuckerman 197).  In terms of women in the workforce, women’s magazines neither fully encouraged women to stay in their jobs nor discouraged them to stop working.   It seemed as if women’s magazines decided to merely report on the issue  (such as equal pay, misconceptions, and sex discrimination) rather than full-heartedly fight for women’s rights in the workforce.  This lack of initiative from women’s magazines continued, seeing as how it was less risky to “report” on ways to make the transition easier for returning soldiers or to reorganize a household than to investigate equal rights laws.


Following WWII (similar to post-WWI), war restrictions were lifted, allowing women’s magazines to expand.  That expansion included much sought after advertisement space.  “By 1955 advertising revenues for magazines had almost double the sums of 1946 and had grown seven times greater than the dollars taken in during the Depression years” (Zuckerman 204). Despite this growth, however, television began to compete for advertisements during the 1950’s.  According to Zuckerman, television provided the main source of entertainment, while magazines in general were looked to for information. Because of this, more advertisement money was placed in television than magazines.  New technologies were used to keep up with the competition: “gatefolds, accordions, doors, and product samples became available for advertisers” (Zuckerman 204), as well as an increased use of color.  Additionally, publishing costs rose, including manufacturing, paper prices, and distribution costs, resulting in little to no profits made by publications during this decade.  The fifties’ trend toward suburban living prohibitively increased production costs as the main buyer group switched from newsstand-buyers to subscription readers.  Because of the competition with television and the lack of profit within publications, many mergers took place during this decade, which resulted in the formation of the “Seven Sisters,” a group of leading women’s magazines that included Ladies’ Home Journal, McCall’s, Good Housekeeping, Family Circle, Woman’s Day, Redbook, and Better Homes & Gardens. 


From 1910 to 1950, popular American women’s magazines endured a number of changes.  The 1910’s saw a more sophisticated form of women’s magazines that aimed at  upper-middle class elite women and contained a minimal amount of advertisement, as well as essays written for the purpose of educating women intellectually and politically with only a small emphasis on entertainment. This outlook was reflected and expanded in the following decade, yet changed in the 1930’s due to the stock market crash and WWI. Because of those two significant events, the surviving women’s magazines were forced to broaden their audience to include working class women and to focus on fewer topics that had the widest appeal.  WWII greatly affected women’s magazines in the 1940’s because they reflected the tension of gender roles during that time: women were encouraged to managed their houses as well as find work outside the home to sustain the economy while the men were fighting in the war.  It is evident that women’s publications were directly affected by war and the changes of the economy during the first half of the 20th century.

2. Women and Politics


In the beginning of the 20th century, a steady flow of articles appeared in women’s magazines in efforts to educate women about politics. Articles about female politicians or government officials were written in hopes of providing role models as well as informing the reader about the mechanics of politics and government.  In 1912, Woman’s Home Companion wrote about Jane Addams and novelist Gertrude Atherton as active women in the election. The first woman elected to state office in Oklahoma, Kate Barnard, was featured in a Pictorial Review article. Good Housekeeping published articles about women’s efforts to pass national legislation and the progress of women’s issues in the 1912 election.  In 1916, Charles Evan Hughes, the Republican presidential candidate, expressed his opinions on “the tariff, preparedness, the federal budget, public administration, and U.S. policy toward Mexico, all as it related to women” (Zuckerman 89).  Clearly, the purpose of women’s magazines at this point in time was to inform women about and encourage women to enter the political sphere.


Consider three examples. Good Housekeeping published an article in 1914 entitled “Why I Am A Militant,” which is about the hardships of women in the British Isles (Appendix 2). The author Emmeline Pankhurst began her story by saying that she refused to “submit to the odious silence rule” in a British prison, which ultimately led to a larger battle between women and the government.  Pankhurst wrote, “Our story is a chronicle of a struggle between women fighting a political battle, and the Government, determined not to acknowledge that women have any political existence.  The Government could no longer ignore women, as government has done in the past.”  The following article called “What Business Teaches Women,” is from Good Housekeeping in 1920 (Appendix 3). This article is about Mrs. Elizabeth Sears, who established over three hundred political and business related clubs nationwide. Author Elizabeth O. Toombs described Sears in the highest light: “[she] knows more business women throughout the country than any other woman in America...and more than all this, she is the mother of two sons who served overseas during the war.”  It is an inspirational story for women, authoritatively ensuring the reader that women should be politically equal to men. It begins with a motivating quote by Mrs. Maud Wood Park at the Republican and Democratic conventions: 

Gentlemen...we come not to blame you for anything done in the past.  We know that if women had been in control of government during these centuries, we, too, would have placed the interests of our own sex first ... This is but human, and we do not question your motives in making this a man’s world. We would have made it a woman’s world.  But we women today stand politically on an equal footing with you men, and we now desire our share in the government of the future.

The next excerpt is from Good Housekeeping in 1923 called “The Lady from Georgia,” (Appendix 4).  This article profiles Mrs. William H. Felton, the first woman U. S. senator in 1922, who avidly believes that “gender” should not be recognized in politics or government.  Mrs. Felton reflects on the greater implications of her senate seat by asserting that


the biggest part of this brief Senatorial appointment lies in the recognition of women in the government of their country ... I am happy over it chiefly because it means, as far as I can see, that there are now no limitations upon the ambitions of women.  They can be elected or appointed to any offices in the land.  The word ‘sex’ has been obliterated entirely from the Constitution.


These three examples show that women’s magazines strongly encouraged women to follow leaders like Pankhurst and Sears and become politically active.  By exhibiting the American women who had achieved higher political accomplishments than ever before, the reader recognizes that women are progressing and might then feel a sense of permission to engage in politics -- perhaps for the first time.  Also, this steady flow of motivating articles during the early decades of the 1900’s implies that women’s magazines believed not only that women should be politically active but that they are capable.  


Although this trend of encouraging articles remained consistent for a number of years, by the end of the 1940’s, political awareness articles were rare.  As women’s magazines became smaller in size and began to focus less on women’s activities outside of the domestic realm, coverage of women and politics decreased. If such articles did exist they were included within the first 15 to 20 pages of the issue and were usually surrounded by advertisements.  Take for example the three part series of articles written for Good Housekeeping in 1940 called “Women in Politics” by Mrs. Franklin D. Roosevelt. As an advocate for social justice, Eleanor Roosevelt wrote many articles for most of the Big Six magazines, but in this article in particular, she questions, “Can a woman be president?” and “Where are we going as women?”  Roosevelt’s first argument is that “women must become more conscious of themselves as women and of their ability to function as a group” to realize what their collective political power might mean. Her second argument is that it would be impossible to elect a woman as president at “present time” due to age-old prejudice, so women should instead work towards causes such as a crusade against war. She believes women will experience a gradual progression into politics, concluding that “it will always take all kinds of women to make up a world, and only now and then will they unite their interests.  When they do, I think it is safe to say that something historically important will happen”  (Walker 65). Though her words weren’t completely encouraging for women at the time, she was perhaps realistic and did provide rare political discussions.


Good Housekeeping published an even more uncommon article entitled “A Woman for President” in 1944 by a “distinguished American Anthologist” named Earnest Hooton (Appendix 5).  He began his article by saying, “If a woman had run the affairs of the world for the past few thousand years, they could hardly have made a worse mess of them than the men have.  It would have been easier to do better.”  He believed women to were more honest than men and more likely to make firm decisions. He connected those beliefs with cultures in the past that catered equality of gender power. Hooton even argued biological reasons for women’s superior leadership abilities such as childbirth (“women’s reproductive apparatus is so complicated that the rest of her has to be simple. Great statesmanship calls for simplicity”). He admitted that the original goal of his article was to prove why a woman shouldn’t be president, but during his research and reflection, found the opposite to be true.  He concluded by explaining why a woman has not been president thus far:


Probably the greatest obstacle in the way of electing a woman President is the excess of some 600,000 females of voting age, which would give a clear majority again such an innovation.  Sir James Frazer once remarked of woman’s role in religion, “Men make gods and women worship them.” Less aptly one might say of American elections, “Men run and women vote for them.”  There is no reason this traditional stupidity should be perpetuated.


So I look forward to a time when a woman will be sitting in the Presidential office of the White House.  We should then have a First Gentleman of the land. Some of us would rather be that than President.


Though Hooton’s article was consistent with the political optimism presented in women’s magazines before the 1930’s, it revealed that the context of political articles became more contradictory during the 1940’s and 1950’s. Why? Advertisements and articles affirming the opposite of Hooton’s message surrounded his essay.  In fact, three of the four pages containing this article had larger advertisement spaces than copy space.  The first advertisement for ScotTowels said, “Time is precious these war-busy days! Let ScotTowels save you needless kitchen work, cut down laundering – and at the same time help protect family health.”  The second advertisement gave a recipe to add “new excitement to meals with Vitalox,” and the third advertisement was for One-A-Day vitamins to help women be “full of pep.”  The juxtaposition of the dominant domestic advertisement messages with the uncommon political article could create confusion due to the mixed messages for the reader (despite the fact that they are advertisements and not direct messages from the editors).  From the author, the reader was receiving the message that women are capable of successfully leading the country, yet from the advertisements, the reader received the message that women’s main purpose is to keep a clean kitchen, making exciting meals, and do so with “pep.”  These conflicting messages reflected the greater social conflict surrounding gender role tensions.


Women’s magazines in the 1950’s continued to minimally cover women and politics.  When the subject was mentioned, it was an extra activity outside of women’s role as homemaker.  In 1958, Good Housekeeping published an article called “A Political Club for Women Only” (Appendix 6). While this article encouraged women to join political clubs, the focus was not on how being a member of the club could be personally fulfilling, but rather how women could help with the responsibilities and organization to run the club.  The article begins by saying that 


...more than 600,000 women do belong [to a club], and many find them interesting, worth while, and fun. It could mean entertaining the governor of your state for lunch, as some club members have done; but if you really got active, it would probably mean hard work, including baby-sitting, baking, typing, and other jobs you ordinarily might not think of as part of “politics.”

The “jobs you ordinarily might not think of as part of ‘politics’” are the only types of responsibilities mentioned in the article.  The main selling point of the article seems to be that political clubs are also social clubs, “some meetings, in fact, are entirely social, such as the annual anniversary dinner-dance, an occasional fashion show, or the traditional Christmas party.”  By reducing women’s involvement in political clubs to baby-sitting, baking, and typing (and calling those tasks “hard work”), Good Housekeeping assumes that women are uninterested in politics, the actual responsibilities of political clubs, and that they only join clubs for the social benefits.  These assumptions foster no encouragement for women to be politically active.


When looking at the political content of women’s magazines from 1910 to 1960, one can see a gradual shift in priorities and gender roles. In 1910 we heard stories of women battling women’s suffrage internationally, quotes from women speaking at national political conventions, and opinions of both men and women who hope someday to see a woman President. By 1960 giant advertisements of smiling housewives holding discounted ScotTowels overshadowed the optimistic copy on the page, where women read reasons why they could be president followed by only social reasons to join political clubs.  It is clear to see that over time, women in politics was valued quite differently over the span of those fifty years.
3. Women and Education


The coverage in women’s magazines of education, like politics, was inconsistent throughout history.  At times throughout 1910 to 1960, women’s magazines seemed to highly prioritize women’s education and the need for improvement. Other times, when attempting to educate women themselves through articles about various topics, women’s magazines spoke too simply, as if the reader lacks education.  This juxtaposition of valuing women’s higher education while poorly educating readers themselves suggests that women’s magazines did not have a constant stance on women’s education throughout the fifty years. 


For instance, in 1919 Good Housekeeping published an article called “Common-Sense - Vocational Education: Much Talked of Before the War, Is Now Showing the Whole Nation the Way Toward a Useful, Happy Life” (Appendix 7) providing extensive detail about the need for vocational education, as well as the purpose, standards and money allotted to education.  The Director Federal Board for Vocational Education Dr. Charles A. Prosser wrote the article and undoubtedly was an advocate for education, yet did not clearly state where he believed where women belonged in the educational realm.  He used male pronouns throughout.  It was unclear if the purpose of the article was to encourage women to seek higher education, but the presence of the article reveals that women’s magazines wanted to inform women of the educational system at the time.


The following year, the article “The Need of a Better Education” appeared in Good Housekeeping written by editor Charles M. Eliox (Appendix 8). Elioux’s main argument was that American colleges for women require more money because women’s education needs to change from the bottom up including “subjects, methods, and objects in view.”  He notes that women’s colleges first started as copies of male colleges.  Because women were then moving into professions and occupations previously occupied by men, 

Shall they come under the same disadvantages in education which the men who preceded them have suffered? ... This problem is at last engaging the attention of national and state authorities and of the class of people who among the freer nations do the pioneering in education, politics, and philanthropy.

By advocating for a change in women’s colleges, Elioux is claiming that women’s education is essential and should be taken seriously. The importance of women’s education was clearly established early in the history of women’s magazines.  


Educating women was also a priority of women’s publications, especially after the stock market crash in 1929. An article in Good Housekeeping from 1930 called “Telling the Family Fortune” (Appendix 9) by Allen R. Dodd centered on the family budget – “what it is and why it is important to maintain with your husband.”  One could look at this article critically seeing as how the language was simple and linked domestic terminology into the discussion, as if women could only think in those terms  - “A budget should be as individual a matter as one’s attitude toward nutmeg in a pie,” wrote Dodd.  However, Dodd did say, “to be successful a budget must be a partnership proposition, representing mutual consideration.” Despite the fact that the husband was more likely to bring in the income, Dodd still promoted the idea that the family income should be equally managed. Likewise, an article from Good Housekeeping written in the same year by Ruth Boyle called “Trading & Investments” (Appendix 10) encouraged the reader to understand how trading and investments work, though the information may be basic.


In the 1940’s the language used in “educational” articles became simpler.  The 1944 Good Housekeeping article called “What Every Woman Should Know About Her Husband” (Appendix 11) by Sylvia F. Porter began by suggesting that most women would not know what to do if they were in charge of their husband’s affairs: “Somehow, because of superstition or misplaced delicacy or plain laziness, we avoid talking about such down-to-earth subjects as insurance policies, wills, and the like ... Well, it’s time we stop being childish!”  Porter then went on to explain what insurance policies, social security, and bank accounts were in one paragraph per topic. The irony of the language used (i.e. “stop being childish”) is that Porter was writing to women as if they are children.  She accused the reader of being superstitious, delicate, and lazy, then gave a very bare bones description of the topics.  Reading Porter’s article would require extra research on behalf of the “lazy” reader.


The same year Good Housekeeping published and article called “Education and the Woman” by Dean of Vassar College, C. Mildred Thompson (Appendix 12). Thompson explained that there was a big wave of girls going to colleges during that time and for complex reasons, “economic opportunity and an awareness of future need may account for it in part.” Also, males were being drafted and thus females recognized the need to be trained so they could fill in the jobs that were then vacant.  Thompson included a warning for young women:


A girl now in college or thinking of college must know in the back of her mind that the future will rest heavily on her shoulders.  She must prepare definitely to earn her living and to assume alone, if necessary, the responsibility that might have been shared by two.  She must have full equipment, and she knows that education is a mighty weapon for the battle ahead ... Women must put education to work.


With articles such as Thompson’s and small college catalogues in the back of some issues of women’s magazine throughout the 1950’s (Appendix 13), it is clear to see that women’s education was always, to some extent, shown as a valid option for women, despite the presence of undermining articles such as Porter’s.  What women did with their education (had they chosen to attend colleges), however, does not seem to have been prioritized as explained in the next section Women and Work.

3. Women and Work


Historian Frederick Lewis Allen once said about history in the early 20th century, “no topic was so furiously discussed at luncheon tables from one end of the country to the other as the question of whether the married woman should take a job, and whether the mother had the right to” (Allen 97).  In 1936, a poll asking, “should a married woman earn money if she has a husband capable of supporting her?” Eighty-two percent said no (Gallup Poll).  Clearly, the earlier 1900’s highly prioritized the debate about what was often called the “two-job woman,” a woman who was a wife and/or mother while upholding a job of some sort.


From the late teens to the early 1920’s, women’s magazines included many inspiring and educational articles about women’s employment.  This of course comes as no surprise seeing as how this was a time leading up to and including the passing of the women’s right to vote, a victory that Susan Ware described as a feat which “symbolized dramatic changes in modern women’s lives.... The interwar years seemed to provide openings and cultural spaces for individual women to achieve and win approval on a par with men” (Ware 176).  This sentiment is categorically reflected in the first excerpt from Good Housekeeping in 1919 entitled “Women and Labor,” by W.L. George (Appendix 14).  The author commented on the great number of employed women at the end of the war, as well as how little women were being paid.  He continued to argue that women would want and should be able to keep their jobs and at equal pay, for by doing so, women would also enhance the political sphere. The second excerpt titled “Woman in the New World, Her New Job: Earning Her Own Living” summarized the history of women in the workforce.  This article gave a rather detailed description of acceptable jobs for women at each point in history, comparing earlier times with the current workplace, as well as how war had affected women’s roles in the workforce. The presence of those two articles reflects not only that women saw magazines as an educational tool but also wanted to know more about their employment rights.  


Despite women’s interest in learning about employment, women’s employment “played havoc with the cherished set of ideas about home, hearth, and women’s place in it ... [also] it produced crisis and confusion, locking men and women into rigid attitudes, stifling a generation of feminist thought, and intensifying hostility to women wage earners” according to Alice Kessler-Harris’s Out to Work: A History of Wage-Earning Women in the United States (224).  Most married women workers took jobs because their families “needed” the money, which Marcellus suggests is an effect of the higher standard of living of the time.  Because of this shift in “economic necessity” starting in the 1920s, women were seen as temporary workers who were working for “pin money” (to buy extras).  This helped men feel they were in control of the gender roles and their own masculinity because they were still the top wage earners.


All sides of the women-in-work debate were represented in women’s magazines in the early 1920s.  For example, articles appeared depicting women’s duty to the family against women’s rights to work; examining the two-job option (usually reinforcing traditional roles); describing women as intruders in the male workplace; or “as part of the ‘menace’ of modern lifestyles” (Marcellus 59).  This uncertainty about married women’s employment was apparent in Ladies’ Home Journal articles, for instance.  In 1919, Alice Field Newkirk wrote “Has the Woman Past 40 a Chance?” which, according to Marcellus, “praises employment for women with adult children” (59).  “For many a woman of 40, her chance is just beginning,” Newkirk wrote. “She needs an occupation as never before, with her children grown; and not only do the chances exist, but the woman of 40 is in hundreds of jobs and is making good in them” (Newkirk 23). She went on to say that “old prejudices” of sex and age were collapsing and new opportunities were available for women of all ages.  Yet in 1921, a different depiction of the two-job woman was presented in a Ladies’ Home Journal articled called “A Home or a Career: The New Conditions to which Men as Well as Women Must Readjust Themselves.”  Mary Roberts Rinehart wrote that to marry and bear children should be a woman’s job by saying, “not a career, not the desk, nor the office, nor the political platform can alter in one iota the woman’s mating and mother instinct ... if she is born woman, she is born mate and childbearer.”  The two-job lifestyle was not a choice according to Rinehart.


A similar response was echoed in Eva vB. Hansl’s “What About the Children?” found in Harper’s in 1927.  Hansl argued that women should stay at home because it was the most economically sound option.  Hasnsl, a self-proclaimed “ardent feminist,” quit working in an editorial position for a metropolitan newspaper to raise her children and focus on parental education.  Though she was focused on women’s professional development at the newspaper, she advocated the right for women to engage in an occupation while simultaneously believing that women’s employment came at a cost, arguing that “a wife-and-mother represents, more than ever, the most economical service any man can secure” (Hansl 220). She thought that education would grow to include teaching parenthood in the future.


Supporters of the “two-job woman” could find information in a publication devoted to the right for women’s employment called Independent Woman.  Published by the National Federation of Business and Professional Women’s Clubs, the publication’s role was mostly as a club bulletin and thus struggled to compete with mainstream women’s magazines.  Independent Woman sought to provide a “real message for the business women of America . . . as a pioneer in a fertile field . . .  [with] endless possibilities for expansion” from a feminist perspective (Marcellus 58).  According to a history of the Federation that was published in the 1940’s, Independent Woman was “the only magazine published in the United States that [was] devoted exclusively to the interests of business and professional women” (Marcellus 58).  Independent Woman addressed the debate head-on: in one radio transcript IW published in 1927, critic John Macy said, “some of us are saying: ‘For God’s sake get back to the kitchen – if possible, a well-equipped one – and learn how to run it!’”  Feminist Lena Madesin Phillips responded, “I take it that neither God nor man foreordained or foresaw that the labor of the world was to be performed by one sex.” Further arguing “before modern inventions and industrialization, families worked together to make a living” (Macy and Phillips 4).  This publication not only represented the information and discourses omitted from mainstream media, but also revealed the debate about women’s employment within the feminist sphere.


After the stock market crash in 1929, the topic of women and work became less prevalent due to fewer number of pages allotted per issue.  The articles that did cover women and work, however, stressed the idea that women’s duty should be focused on the “greater good” rather employment.  In 1930, for instance, an editorial in Women’s Home Companion read, “How can a wife and mother best serve her country – by remaining in the home as its executive manager and purchasing agent; or by faring forth with her husband as co-producer of the income which supports the home?”  In the same issue, Anna Steese Richardson (now listed as Director of the Good Citizen Bureau), focused her reasons for not supporting women’s employment purely on economics, arguing that “they automatically fired women who married or became pregnant, although married women had ‘fewer social and emotional distractions’ than ‘single girls’ (Richardson 106).  


Other magazines reflected a more ambivalent point-of-view on women’s employment.  Women’s Home Companion and Good Housekeeping both published articles by First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt. Though a feminist, she did not full-heartedly support women’s right to employment.  She acknowledged the fact that what was thought of as “traditional lifestyles” were changing and tensions between individual rights and community needs had been a result:


I certainly do not believe that we can make any arbitrary rule.  I think we must leave it up to the conscience of the people involved and let them decide whether they are of more value to the community when they are working of when they allow someone to take their jobs.

In her articles, Roosevelt took different stances about if the individual woman or family should decide what’s best for them. In one article she said that was it “un-American to tell anyone who wishes to work not to” and, in another article four years later, she said, “marriage can be a woman’s career . . . if she studies her husband and knows how to bring out the best in him,” adding that husbands should then reciprocate and take equal responsibility for the household. 


 Those who supported women’s right for employment could also find solid arguments on their behalf in popular women’s magazines.  In an issue of Ladies’ Home Journal in 1930, Doris Fleischman published a series called “Women in Business,” which advocated that women could be feminine, successful, married and have children all at the same time.  Similarly, in 1940, one of the editors of Women’s Home Companion wrote, “It’s about time that all women got mad about this, whether or not they need or want to work themselves.  People ought to get and hold jobs strictly on the basis of merit” (2).

5. Women and Domesticity


In the middle 1940’s, the debate about women and work almost disappeared from content of women’s magazines.  Instead, popular magazines took an “antifeminist” approach to women’s activities, according to scholar Joanne Meyerowitz, author of Beyond the Feminine Mystique: A Reassessment of Postwar Mass culture, 1946-1958.

Meyerowitz argues that women’s magazines increasingly criticized women’s roles outside the home and rather than represent positive images of politically active women, focused on the “happy housewife.” Eva Moskowitz in her article entitled “It’s Good to Blow Your Top: Women’s Magazines and a Discourse of Discontent, 1945-1965” claimed, “scholarly and popular accounts portray [women’s magazines] as containing grossly distorted images of womanhood” (66).  Women’s magazines began to focus on topics related to the standards of women’s assumed role as housewife as well as women’s satisfaction or dissatisfaction with the role.


The higher standards of household maintenance, reinforced by women’s magazines, increased by the mid-century due to the wide-range of appliances now available for housewives. An article in Good Housekeeping from 1950 likens a beautiful, efficient, and organized kitchen to the skills necessary to make the “perfect lemon pie,” a domestically centered message all too typical of articles of that time. “Yet,” as Nancy A. Walker points out in her book Women’s Magazines 1940-1960: Gender Roles and the Popular Press, it is also clear from magazines that “women needed a great deal of help to become ‘domestic engineers,’ and they set out to provide it: lists of utensils that a bride needed to set up her first kitchen, menus and schedules for weekend entertaining, and articles on how to dust, shop, and budget time and money” (145).  With all this responsibility, women were supposed to feel blissfully rewarded.  


Articles about the homemaker’s role took two forms.  The overwhelmingly common type of article was the “how-to” format, “usually with both text and illustrations, these articles provided instructions to the reader – recipes not merely for food but for a host of household tasks” (Walker 146). The second and more rare form discussed the debate about the housewife role itself.  Many articles suggested that this set of household responsibilities was a “profession” or an “occupation” that deserved status and respect, while other articles argued that the housewife was isolated and unfulfilled, “a slave to unrealistic standards” (Walker 146).  For example, an article entitled “Starting from Scratch,” which appeared in Ladies’ Home Journal in 1940, describes how to “avoid catastrophes” by preparing the meal before the husband gets home. Author of the article, Grace L. Pennock, wrote,


Her mother headed her right by telling her to use “common sense, good judgment and patience” and she could learn to cook, sew and keep house as well as anyone.  By using her head, Ginger finds housekeeping both fun and a very serious matter.


This form of homemaking articles, focusing on the role itself, mainly discussed why the housewife was important, why the housewife should feel satisfied and fulfilled, or what the housewife should do if she feels discontent with her role.  Take for example the article found in Ladies’ Home Journal in 1949 called “Occupation – Housewife” by Dorothy Thompson. Thompson described a conversation she had with a housewife who had to fill out an official questionnaire:


“It’s that query ‘Occupation?’ And I have to write down ‘Housewife.’ When I write it I realize that here I am, a middle-aged woman, with a university education, and I’ve never made anything out of my life.  I’m just a housewife.”



I couldn’t help bursting into laughter. “The trouble with you,” I said, “is that you have to find one word to cover a dozen occupations all of which you follow expertly and all more or less simultaneously.  You might write: ‘Business manager, cook, nurse, chauffeur, dressmaker, interior decorator, accountant, caterer, teacher, private secretary’ – or just put down ‘philanthropist.’”

Thompson went on to explain that homemakers were what made society a just and ethical place by concluding:


The homemaker, the nurturer, the creator of childhood’s environment is the constant recreator of culture, civilization and virtue.  Therefore, assuming that she has down and is doing well that great managerial task and creative activity, let her write her occupation proudly: “Housewife!”


As the above article revealed part of the discussion of housewives in magazines during the 1940’s and 1950’s, publications insisted that women should be proud and fulfilled with their homemaker role.  Content also acknowledged, however, that women could be dissatisfied.  Many housewives found it difficult to attain happiness within the domestic realm; a result women’s magazines recognized and tried to help women overcome.  Women felt a range of emotions – resentment, anger and/or envy of their husbands’ more exciting and stimulating lifestyles. Women’s magazine’s set out to help them rise above those emotions “by raising their readers’ consciousness about the psychological satisfaction to be found in domesticity and inculcating therapeutic principles of psychological change” (Moskowitz 67).  One way in which they attempted to help women achieve a good mental attitude was to draw upon polls and research from social scientists.   As Moskowitz put it, “investigations of the American woman’s state of mind indicated that women were more unhappy than men” and their unhappiness was a result of dissatisfaction with their domestic roles as indicated by this except from Ladies’ Home Journal called “Would You Marry Your Husband Again?” by Barbara Benson in 1947:


The explanation seems to be bound up with the responsibility of marriage and rearing a family.  Women are inclined to think an undue share of these responsibilities falls on the wives; the majority of women think they lead a harder life than men; and they think their happiest years end sooner.  Perhaps too, they think a housewife’s life is duller; an earlier Journal survey found that the group of workers least likely to enjoy their jobs was – housewives! 

By acknowledging dissatisfaction among housewives, women’s magazines were subtly recognizing tensions of a larger social structure. However, they did not offer much information on how to change their role, but rather advice on how to come to terms with it.


In addition to polls and social research, women’s magazines also utilized a new interactive form of article that promoted self-interpretation.  Each issue included mini-tests created to help women evaluate their lives.  Questions were simple: “Are you usually happy and contented?”; “Does the future have a real purpose (meaning) for you?”; “Do you look forward to each new day?” (Moskowitz 77).  Though the quizzes assumed all dissatisfaction was within the confines of domesticity, they encouraged self-evaluation and promoted seeking professional help if need be (Appendix 16 and 17).  The quizzes and articles during the 1940’s and 1950’s individualized social problems like never before.


Looking at the tensions troubling American housewives in the 1940’s and 1950’s as presented in women’s magazines revealed the extent to which publications could discuss societal aspects so pivotal to the culture – gender roles.  Though women’s magazines did not avoid the reality that women were dissatisfied with their role in society, they focused on helping women with the difficulties of conforming to the domestic ideal. They also reassured women that their feelings of anger, resentment, frustration, and sadness were normal.  For that, one could argue that the images and articles in women’s magazines were admirable. Women’s magazines drew attention to a discourse of discontent and “in an admittedly oblique way, they pointed to a problem that Betty Friedan would later name, ‘the problem that has no name’” (Moskowitz 78). A feminist, however, could argue that women’s magazines did not offer nor promote feminist solutions to gender role tensions and could even go so far as to say that women’s magazines were antifeminist because they included no actions of protest. 

Conclusion


From the first women’s magazine in 1741, Entertaining Knowledge, to the women’s magazines of today, women’s progression as the “second sex” has been reflected in every page.  Looking at magazine issues from 1910 to 1960 reveals women’s changing gender roles, as we have seen in the political, educational, work, and domestic realms of society. The events in American history, such as WWI, Black Tuesday, and WWII, should also not be ignored when considering women in the world of publications.  Comparing the magazine content of 1910 to the content found in 1960, we have seen a steady decrease of the public’s concept regarding women’s worth, capabilities, and opportunities – or so women were told.  Women’s magazines had one of the largest audiences of any media form and while they did at times acknowledge issues within women’s roles and expectations, they did not utilize their power to positively influence the masses.  Examining this era of women’s magazines reveals not only how women were living at the time and what they were being taught, but also the context from which recent feminism emerged.  Knowing what we know now, the efforts of second wave feminists, such as Simone de Beauvoir and Betty Friedan, seem an appropriate response to the messages represented in women’s publications.  We know now that women’s magazines from 1910-1960 were doing more than just “Entertaining Knowledge,” women’s magazines were perpetuating everything that second wave feminists fought -- the person lives of women were deeply politicized. 
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