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From Dutiful Housewife to “Rosie the Riveter” 

When examining the booming status of the United States in the mid 

1940’s, it is difficult to believe that this same country had been in such economic 

deterioration only 15 years before.  This polar conversion was not limited only to 

the economy, but also to the status of women.  The onset of the Depression, with 

its incredible unemployment rates, created a hostile environment for women wage 

earners.  Much of society believed that what jobs were still left should be reserved 

for men, especially those of Anglo-ethnicity.  Franklin Roosevelt’s promise of a 

“New Deal” certainly gave hope to many women, but in the end, his plan largely 

left women and women’s issues out in the cold.  But, along with the United 

State’s animated participation in World War II, women were suddenly given 

incredible job opportunities.  A national campaign was launched to recruit 

women, even those married with children, to work in industry.  Suddenly, the 

workingwoman was an individual who was fulfilling her patriotic duty; she 

became a kind of hero, backing American soldiers at the front. 

 During the Depression, an incredible employment shortage brought about 

an investigation upon those who were working.  Many believed that women had 

no right to occupy jobs of which men should be entitled to.  Married women came 

under the harshest criticism.  In fact, married women were the first to be laid of 

when layoffs became necessary.  Alongside the accusation that women were 

stealing jobs from men was the accusation that women were not fulfilling their 

family role if they worked.  Apparently, working women could not be satisfactory 
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wives and mothers.  In the WPA poster advocating breast-feeding, it can be 

inferred that the woman portrayed on the poster does not work.  She is clean, 

healthy, and smiling.  She is a good mother; she stays home with her children.  

However, what society views as “right” is not always realistic.  Because of this 

discrimination against workingwomen, it was terribly difficult for women to find 

decent work, even if work was necessary.  The mother in the migrant photograph 

could certainly have benefited from employment; her situation was one of 

incredible poverty.   

 Unfortunately, any upward mobility that women had gained during the 

1920’s was lost during the Depression.  Yet, there was always domestic work to 

fall back upon (with an emphasis on the “fall”).  Hiring out the washing and 

ironing even allowed women to work in their homes, but as money began to run 

out, even the wealthier families had to cut back expenses.  Eventually, even these 

domestic jobs became scarce.  Even so, the Depression gave women plenty more 

to do within their homes.  For example, new clothes were difficult to obtain, so 

mending and patching became an art. 

 President Herbert Hoover did little to aid families in need.  He felt that 

relief was a “local responsibility.”  In many ways, the breast-feeding poster is an 

advocate of Hoover’s “self-help” philosophy.  Instead of purchasing formula, 

mothers should breast-feed to economize.  Many families who had become 

destitute migrated to find work.  The family in the photograph exemplifies the 

despair of these people who had no home, no help, and no hope.  The poverty of 
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the migrant workers of the west became a prevalent subject of photojournalists, 

who documented the migrant families’ desolation.  All over the United States, 

mothers ironed their children’s tattered clothes, questioning their fate. 

 When Franklin Delano Roosevelt was elected president in 1932, he 

promised a “New Deal” for the United States.  He quickly established the Federal 

Emergency Relief Administration and a number of other organizations 

committed to digging the country out of depression.  His work programs 

stimulated employment and allowed families to become more stable.  The image 

of the young, beautiful, smiling mother in the poster became somewhat of a 

reality again in those families where the father was able to obtain employment.  

However, FDR’s New Deal did little specifically for women.  The work programs 

Roosevelt had enacted were almost exclusively for men.  Migrant families, such as 

the one in the photograph, received comparably less relief than other families.  

Childcare and public health were not priorities in the New Deal.  Social Security 

failed to cover many female oriented jobs, such as waitressing and domestic work.  

Conditions might have been improving, but women were still suffering. 

 Finally, with the United State’s entrance into World War II, came an 

incredible opportunity.  The nation launched a campaign to recruit female 

industrial workers, even those who were married with children.  Women were 

suddenly able to obtain decent employment with decent wages.  The sweet, gentle, 

clean mother depicted in the WPA poster developed into the image of “Rosie the 

Riveter.”  Women were urged to put their traditional domestic roles on a shelf.  
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“Instead of cutting the lines of a dress, this woman cuts the pattern of aircraft 

parts” (508).  Migrant families were now able to settle down and make a home.  

Certainly, WWII generated a feeling of security to those in the workforce and 

provided previously unheard of opportunities for women.  Nevertheless, women 

often faced a double workload due to their professional employment.  In essence, 

the working mother held two jobs, one in the factory and one in the home.  The 

iron still waited for her each evening.  Unquestionably, work shapes one identity; 

these women were no longer housewives only, they also were riveters, machinists, 

and welders. 

 Just as the United States went through an amazing transformation 

between the Depression and World War II, women’s status in the work force went 

from criticism to obligation.  Women gained upward mobility in their 

employment, while still caring for the needs of their home and family.  But with 

the return of U.S. soldiers came the expectation that women would return to 

their homes.  Once again, jobs were mostly seen as male commodities; there was 

no place for women in the industrial workforce once the boys came home.  Even 

so, women had proved their abilities in the work place, and had taken one step 

forward in the struggle for employment equality.   

 

  

      


