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Introduction

One of the most important considerations of this study is how women were expected to 

act a certain way during the 1950’s. From a very young age women and girls were 

expected to learn the ideology of being a housewife and mother, while maintaining the 

standard of the home and the well-being of the family as the most important priority. 

Women were expected to prepare themselves and the children, be happy and content, 

have the dinner ready and worship her husband. While exploring into the post-world war

 era, this study will research evidence of advertising and whether or not it defined 

women’s roles in society. After the war women were expected to vacate their current 

jobs that they had been working on and return to the homes to care for the returning

 male veterans. This began to define the ‘American Way of Life’ and influenced an 

ideology on American women as a housewife and mother. ‘The housewife’ ideology 

was created from advertising such as magazines, tv adverts and other media which 

was marketed towards American women. When women began to question this 

idealistic view of women and started to take a different path, break out from the

 stereotype will form the central argument of this study.


After the war women were pressured into to marrying young and starting a big family,
to create the most perfect existence. If women went to collage it was to find a husband
not a career path. However, as this study starts to explore into the end of the 1950’s, 
women began to feel dissatisfaction with being within the home and being a housewife, 
which then became a national issue and women began to rebel against the idealised 
stereotype of the media during the 1950’s. Advertising and mass media seemed to 
play a huge part in the stereotyping women to belong in the home cleaning, cooking, 
looking after the children, and supporting the husband. Through the use of all 
platforms advertising could have had a big part in each sector, the start of this 
argument is going to explore which platform played what part in advertising the 
ideology to the American people in 1950’s after the war was over. This research will 
also define whether or not advertising was to blame for defining the roles of women or 
at least brainwashing them into believing that the housewife ideal was all they could 
achieve. 



Chapter 1 – Advertisements

In the early 1950’s just after the war, marriage and family life started to rise which then,

started a rise in suburban living. The post war family and the single-family home, and a 

strong leader made up the ideology of an American family. The man at the home was 

the hard worker and breadwinner, and the wife was to make the home and raise the 

children. In the wake of the war, upward mobility was the main goal and that meant that 

there was more time for leisure and consumer goods. Consumer products were 

beginning to become more available to consumers and goods we no longer as sparing 

as they were during the period of the war. This stemmed a good opportunity for 

advertisers and that meant advertisers took to relentlessly urge consumers to buy buy 

buy.  As advertising started to take off again, the ideology of the housewife came with it 

as strong as ever as they pushed women back into the homes. 

Advertisement’s such as ‘hoover’ Christmas advert (figure 1.1) portray huge smiles and 
laughter which relays the mind-set that women should be happy and excited to be a 
housewife. Critics believe that a woman's purpose is purely to be a good mother or a 
good wife, opposing them to the male equivalent who have the problem of having to 
search for their life's meaning. Since the idealized role of the housewife had already 
defined a woman’s life and meaning, women were shown that the work for an American
woman was to be carefree, easy and fun as portrayed in many household 
advertisement’s such as ‘hoover’ advert. (Figure 1.1) Therefore teaching that instead of 
leaving the home for a paying job or taking the daily commute, the wife was to stay 
comfortably at home where she could practice perfecting her domestic role as the 
housewife. 

As a result of being a housewife the wife didn’t get paid or get a reward for the work 
done, women were simply expected to be happy with the happiness that was brought
 by serving the family and friends, with addition to the love and praise the husband 
would give which showed how much they were worth as shown in the Rubbermaid 
advert (figure 1.2.) 

Since a very young age advertising had taught women to grow up to be the 
housewife/mother as advertised. Evidence of this is portrayed in most household 
advertisement’s which are being advertised to the women but also to the young girls 
which some do feature a young girl looking up to and helping the mother as seen in the 
Frigidaire Range Advert (Figure 2.1) Household advertisements were not the only ones 
using adverts pushing for wives to be subordinate to their husbands. Universities also 
started using advertisements to show women what it takes to be a good wife. New York 
University's School of Engineering created a system to get wives on board with their 
husbands seeking a college education. This came in the form of the Good Wife 
Certificate. 

The document recognized wives who encouraged and supported their husbands to 
help them obtain their degree. The university defined that a good wife ensured that her 
husband is the boss in their home, shares and pursues his goals, was quiet when she 
is supposed to be, and never spoke up about her husband’s failings or flaws whether 
they come in the form of appearance or friends or behaviour. 

New York University implemented such a system, so that men would not be diverted 
from the education system, especially a program as demanding as engineering, 
because they know that there is a solid system in place back home that will take care 
of everything while they are gone. So, when a wife made the home a stable place, she 
supported her husband's desire for an education while supporting a better future for 
the whole family. Like other advertisements portrayed, the wife is to completely 
understand and support of every decision made by her husband especially if it means 
economic advancement for the family. More importantly, the certification implied the 
wife worked outside the home to support her husband's schooling. However, this was 
only until he finished school. As soon as he graduated and secured a job, the wife was 
to go back home and leave the job back to the man so she was to rely on him bringing 
in the money again.
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Figure 2.1 - Frigidaire Range 
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Chapter 2 – Housewife and the home.


In 1951 the media began to highlight the idealized role of the housewife and how it was 
compatible with living in the suburbs. The typical suburban family of four appeared 
everywhere, the handsome father wearing a suit, bringing home the money while the 
mother with her perfect hair and pearls mothering the two beautiful children. This family 
ideal was often shown through television adverts but advertising in 1950’s was where 
this ideal family would gain its popularity. 

The stereotype of the housewife was not only portrayed through the use of advertising 
but also through the design of homes. Research found in Pat Kirkham’s book’ the 
gendered object’ The home was advertised to be the ‘woman’s realm’ and ‘lady’s 
temple’ and the design of the rooms would show the seamless extension of the 
Woman’s character. Maintaining the bourgeois ideal of the home and focusing on 
keeping the happiness of the family up were the main point advertising would convey. 
Kirkham explores how women were pressured upon to assert them identify through the 
purchasing of expensive and ‘artistic’ looking household goods. This is backed up by 
the theory within the television series Mad Men (set in 1970’s) where the housewife 
character (Betty Draper) who stays at home all day to look after the children, has no 
control over the money while her husband works all day, but gets to design her ‘Sitting 
room’ which has no tv our sound it’s just somewhere to go to sit and be quiet. Betty 
(the housewife character) designed the room one day before the husband came home 
from work which involved the use of designer’s and expensive furniture.
The advice to a woman through advertising was not to fill their potential but to fulfil the 
needs of bringing happiness to the family. The use of advertising as said by David 
Gauntlet through the ‘media, gender and identity’ book, wanted women to stay within 
the boundaries of the fragile, housebound, pleasing mother and wife that was pleased 
with the newest kitchen utility or washing powder. 

Television adverts that were shown throughout the television shows throughout 1950’s 
were also relaying the housewife idea to many women. The adverts were the most 
important way to target women who are home all day with the children. One advert by 
‘tide washing powder’ was quite stereotypical, with the woman being very excited about the results of the washing powder, the whole advert is very happy, the music in
 the background is similar to love and magic sound effects, the woman is also shown
 to look like she is in love, content with how the washing powder ‘Tide’ has improved.
 The use of the child within the advert also suggests she needs to have the latest 
cleaning powder to keep the children well looked after. The background track in the 
advert says ‘ What a wonderful sight when the wash is done’ to suggest that the sight 
of a fresh wash load is something a housewife is to look forward to as it is one of her 
most important duties. Throughout the advert there is no sight of a man in the frames, 
and the woman is dressed in her housewife clothing not smart clothing as if to suggest 
she’s is going to work, because advertising wanted to portray the ideology of the 
housewife to women who would be watching the advertisement. 

Chapter 3 –Magazines – Staying home and staying perfect for the husband

Magazines such as ‘Daily Housekeeping’ Would highlight the known stereotype 
of the way advertising use to address women as happy and content housewife’s whose 
dream was to impress the hard working, supporting husband by using the latest 
kitchen appliance.  By 1957 Good Housekeeping had a circulation of 200,000 readers. 
It was an inspiration, and opened the window on the world of the 1950’s woman. 

GH promotes ‘a simplicity’ dressmaking pattern for hostess dress made from ‘chenille 

tweet’ or the new wonder fabric ‘Terylene’ – to lovingly run up yourself at home, 

followed by money saving ideas on how to trim your hat with swansdown or pleated 

ribbon. Menu plans for dieters: lean ham with pineapple, eat less is the main message 

but housework keeps you slim. Washing floor burns 70 calories an hour and 

sweeping uses 80. 


Article on ‘the first-year wife’ who is of course a stay at home housewife, how to stock

up her cupboard, give helpful thoughts on ‘how to help your husband get ahead’. 

When it comes to clothes and grooming GH reminds all readers that ‘your husband 

expects you to be perfect in every detail’. 


GH gives tips on bottling. Preserving. Canning and potting. The proud housewife can 

call on her winter store cupboard for all those summer fruits and vegetables she has 

grown herself. 


GH offers advice on being the harassed hostess: order dollied, cocktail sticks and 

paper dish covers in advance. Halve the oranges, scoop out the insides, refill them 

with jelly and bird’s custard, and decorate them with maraschino cherries. 



Chapter 4 – Television 
By 1953 tv was the main consumer product which would allow women with a television 

to stay home and still connect with the outside world. It answered the desires of staying 

home but also having knowledge of the goings on outside the house life. 


Statistics show that only 20-35% speaking roles within television were women during 
1950’s-1970’s. Research from Gauntlet’s book shows that Television throughout the 
1970’s would consistently show women that marriage, motherhood and domesticy was 
to be the most important factor in the lives they led. A study by McNeil came to the final 
conclusion that women were usually ignored by the television with married/housewife 
women being the main and only role portrayed. Women’s only interactions were 
romances or family problems. Female characters were shown unlikely to work and if 
they did it was not shown on screen, McNeil found. 


Women on tv in 1950’s were represented as happy and content housewives and 

mothers. However, what happens when the housewife is not content and happy? A 

television show such as ‘I Love Lucy’ appears which is very much based on the status 

of Lucy as a housewife and her powerful dissatisfaction with complying to the 

housewife role and remaining inside the house. 



I love Lucy was a popular television show in the 1950’s. It was a show that put a 

comedic spin on the idealistic role of the housewife. Starring Lucy Ricardo who was a 

little bit of a crazy housewife living in New York in 1950’s life whose dream is to get into 

show business and while on that journey she was always finding new ways to defy her

husband at every chance just to keep life interesting through a series of schemes and 

accidents. 


Looking Forward at tv History the role of the housewife wasn’t so rebellious after that, 

this is shown through a number of different housewives through a variety of different tv 

shows such as Debra Barone (Everybody loves Raymond) Samantha Stevens 

(Bewitched) and Carole Brady (The Brady Brunch). The housewife’s in the tv shows are 

shown complacent in the role of the housewife and inside the home. 


After studying the different portrayals through a range of tv shows, there is clearly a 

connection between ‘I love Lucy’ and the other shows, but there is a very clear 

distinction between the representations of housewives that followed after. Lucy’s 

rebellion on screen could be seen as a way of resisting institutional qualities and 

patriarchal structures. One Clip from ‘I love Lucy’ that supports this thought is the clip 

titled ‘Lucy wants a career’ Mellen Camp (1997) Writes ‘Containment operated through 

laughter might have worked to have held women in their place’ After exploring the 

show in slight more depth, there is evidence of partial sexism and degradation towards 

women. In an episode called ‘Lucy thinks Ricky is trying to murder her’ (November 5, 

1951) Lucy is reading a murder mystery book and gets too caught up in it and 

becomes convinced her husband is trying to murder her. At one point in the 

episode the husband slips sleeping powder into her drink as a suggestion from a 

friend to stop her ‘Acting Crazy’. Throughout the episode the ideology of female 

simplicity and male dominance is reinforced. When everything is cleared up in the

episode Lucy realises the husband only out sleeping power in the drink not poison, 

Lucy embraces the husband as though it is perfectly normal for the husband to drug 

his wife. The pervading message of the episode is that reading books is dangerous for 

the fragile mind of a woman. 


Lucy Ricardo as a woman like many of the female fans at the time, we’re struggling 

against the confides of the domestic world. Lucy Ricardo had aspirations beyond the 

dull life of housework, and too much spirit to be the housewife and mother the idealised 

1950’s desired. She would be spoken to like a child, worried about money, the image 

and making the husband happy. Some women in the 1950’s needed a woman who 

shared the same problems to identify and rebel with. 



After exploring the show, the message presented explores the idea that women can be 

talented, self-sufficient individuals with hugely successful careers and families as 

Lucille Ball demonstrates throughout. 



While discussing the representation of the show, it is important to remember that tv is a 

slave to its audience. Tv only presents what its viewers want to hear or ones that are 

shown in such a way that the audience is captured. If they don’t like the message the 

show will eventually be cancelled, however ‘I Love Lucy’ was a product of the time and 

was watched for many years after. 


Lucille Ball changed the 1950’s as a person and not just as a comedian. Lucille 

managed to get a production company with her husband Desi Arnaz (the husband 

played on the show), Called Desilu productions. After selling Desilu Productions, 

Lucille went on to produce her very own production company and became the first 

woman to run a production company without a man’s help. 


Chapter 4 – Women go to work. Did things get better?
Women took to work but started out as unpaid/ stereotypical roles such as smiling 
secretary or hairdresser. Advertisements showing women going to work but also still 
mainly in the kitchen cleaning and maintain the home as well as the new job. 
Housewife images started to decline after 1950’s but still common throughout 1960’s/ 
1970’s Grunter (1995, 34) found. 

Even though women were starting to go back to work, advertising was still relaying the 
ideal of having to stay perfect for the ‘authoritive, hard working man’ that wasn’t 
necessarily the husband in this case. As shown in this advert for nail polish, advertising 
accepted women back into the work place but still would show them to do the weak, 
boring jobs such as secretary and to suggest the most important role of the job is to 
keep her hands perfect. (Figure 3.1) The advert for Schlitz (Figure 3.2) shows how 
women were still shown to serve and not to be free working individuals. The advert 
focuses on what a ‘Man’ needs from his wife and working staff. This advert was 
published in 1952 showing that even though women were starting to break out of the 
homes, nothing was changing from the original housewife ideology advertising
 portrays daily.
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Chapter 5 - “There’s something missing” 
It was easy for many women in 1950’s to live their lives through someone else than to 
have to look into who they really were and what they wanted in life besides a housewife 
and a mother. The thought of having to answer the question ‘Who am I?’ was 
frightening to some women and was much more complex than just mother or 
housewife. Many women had spend years speaking to therapist’s trying to adjust to 
their “feminine role” and then look for a way to be fully fulfilled with their roles as 
mothers and housewives, but the problem of having to find out who they really were, 
their true aspirations were still there.  

Women were starting to realize and then have to face the problem that had 
transformed their idealized lives into nothing but empty dreams and fantasises. But 
once they had faced it, without much real help from experts and therapists, many of
 these women asked themselves who they really were and started to find out their own 
answers. Once women began to see through the myths of the “feminine mystique” 
(Friedan, 1997) and realized that 
‘neither their husbands or their children, or the things in their houses, or sex, or being 
like all the other women, could give them happiness, he search for the solution was 
much easier than they had anticipated. B. Friedan talked to many women who lived 
this transition and, through their testimonies, it is possible to realize how the awareness 
of the problem and the search for a solution were unique for each woman.  ‘My 
husband thinks that being a good mother is the most important career there is. I think 
it’s even more important than a career. But I don’t think most women are all mothers I 
enjoy my kids, but I don’t like spending all my time with them. I’m just not their age. I 
could make housework take up more of my time. But the floors don’t need vacuuming 
more than twice a week. My mother swept them every day. I always wanted to play the 
violin. ‘

However, Women realising this didn’t mean that they wanted to or had to leave their 
families and homes, they didn’t have to choose between a marriage and a career
The first step that women took in the direction of a new “ideal woman” was to accept 
that housework was not a career and that it should be done as quickly and efficiently
 as possible. Once they stopped trying to turn cleaning, cooking, ironing and nursing 
into “something more”, they were free to say “no” to all other elements that shaped the 
stereotype of the housewife. 

The next step for women after that was to see marriage how it really was, stopping the 
over-glorification that was imposed by society. Generally, women saw marriage and 
motherhood as the greatest lifetime fulfillment, Howver realizing that they were often 
irritated by their children and husbands, they realised that family life was not enough 
and then began to use their skills from the home and interests with a purpose of their 
own. Allowing women to feel more empowered, as well as appreciating the family 
more, women were winning a battle against a whole ideology and against themselves. 

Feminist Betty Friedman, takes a huge role in the change of women’s aspirations and 
needs during the late 1950’s. Friedman explains in her book ‘The feminist mystique’ 
that during the end of the 1950’s there were a lot of women who were starting to 
outgrow the role of the housewife life and didn’t want to live that isolated life, women 
were starting to realise they had lives they wanted to live and personalities they wanted 
to show. 
Psychiatrists and doctors started to realise and note that a lot of women were 
becoming crazy with fatigue, nervousness, suicides, heart attacks and full of emotion 
distress which was leading them to a psychotic breakdown and that was becoming 
more popular towards the end of the 1950’s. 
‘All this seems terribly remote from the easy life of the American suburb housewife. But 
is her house in reality a comfortable concentration camp? Have not women who live in 
the image of the feminine mystique trapped themselves within the narrow walls of their 
homes? They have learned to “adjust” to their biological role. They have become 
dependent, passive; childlike; they have given up their adult frame of reference to live 
at the lower human level of food and things. The work they do does not require adult 
capabilities; it is endless, monotonous, unrewarding. American women are not; of 
course, being readied foe mass extermination, but they are suffering a slow death of 
mind and spirit. Just as with the prisoners in the concentration camps, there are 
American women who have resisted that death, who have managed to retain a core of 
self, who have not lost touch with the outside world, who use their abilities to some 
creative purpose. They are women of spirit and intelligence who have refused to 
“adjust” as housewives. (Friedan, 1997: 425) ‘

Freidman was one of the first to understand how the housewives were feeling trapped 
during the 1950’s and they desperately needed attention. However, it could be argued 
that the ideology of the housewife was the in their own minds and nobody was really 
forced to comply to those ideals. These ideals that were just shown through advertising 
making women take to unreal choices and have a fake image of themselves. This 
ideology had been following women around and mentally forcing them to believe that 
they have to stay within the home and be the perfect housewife. Women soon started 
to realise that they wanted far more than pleasing their husband and loving their 
children. It was not until Betty Freidman and other historians alike highlighted these 
limitations of being a wife and mother in the home, that women began to fully 
realise that not every woman had to live their life in the home and comply to the ideal of 
being a housewife. 

Conclusion
To Conclude the argument the housewife is just an ideal, a stereotype not a law. One 
reason that women conformed to the housewife image was because of the stereotype 
that advertising portrayed.  Not to imply that all women just accepted the role in life but 
once women finished college they went on to be married and then were satisfied in the 
role as a housewife and mother. Advertising constantly attacked them with the 
assurance that they should be kept in the home and the kitchen was their realm and 
that the only way to be Happy in life and fulfil a true content lifestyle was to lovingly 
prepare and look after the family. 

Print advertisements often depicted women in the kitchen cooking or serving the family 
and friends, looking after the children or getting excited over the newest kitchen 
appliance. They would often show women emphasizing the joy women were meant 
to have by doing these in-house duties. American adverts were constantly showing 
use of these sexist stereotyping and the idea of the woman living for her husband and 
her children, portraying them as the newest best dressed house cleaners they could 
have. However, Advertising has not changed that much, kitchen appliances are still 
targeted towards women in this day and age, it’s just hidden better and not to sexist. 

Television adverts also related to print adverts showing women as slaves to their 
husbands, and it was a very easy way to make people absorb the housewife ideology. 
Television enabled people to not only see images of housewife ideal being shown but 
also it enabled the nation to see the ‘housewife’ ideal being acted out on television.  As 
explained throughout this research paper, ‘I love Lucy’ was one of the television shows 
that enabled people to passively watch and absorb the ideology. ‘I love Lucy’ was a 
classic example of a show that portrayed the simple housewife, the breadwinner 
husband, acting as not only entertainment for the nation but also a teacher, offering 
people lessons in what was the acceptable ideal of society at the time. 

From these arguments, one must conclude that yes advertising and the media did play 
a very big role in defining the role of the American woman in 1950’s. If it wasn’t for the 
heavy use of advertising the mass produced suburban family life, women may have felt 
more free to express their life aspirations and dreams other that being forced to dream 
of living the home and family dream. It wasn’t until historians like Betty Friedan 
highlighted the limitations to being a housewife and mother, that women began to 
understand that not every woman’s destiny was to become a housewife. 

Through use of advertising and the media, dozens of women were to believe that if she 

did not delude herself into thinking she can do whatever she wanted to do in life that 

she wouldn’t be happy and probably be cursed to have a serious illness if she didn’t 

choose to follow the steps of a ‘perfect housewife’. This leads to them then being 

brainwashed into thinking they can do anything they want but if they do then there is

 something very wrong with her compared to society. 


In brief addition to this conclusion, Advertising and media did such a successful 

campaign in keeping American women to the domesticity of the home that women 

wouldn’t even consider the idea of being her own person and expressing her 

personality, living outside the home and mother. This charade kept up until Betty 

Friedan spoke out in her 1960’s article of ‘Good housekeeping’ which many women

 read, with the title of ‘Women are people too’ which then lead to women recognizing 

themselves and wanting to rebel against the ideal of the housewife. 


To conclude this argument, if women such as Betty Friedan hadn’t got the courage to 

speak up about how she felt trapped in the ideology of being a housewife and mother 

then it could have taken a little longer for women to realize they were more than the 

domesticity of the home life.  Friedan’s revolutionary book ‘The Feminine Mystique’is a 

brilliant book which address’s why housewives were so unhappy when they should be 

beaming with satisfaction. Simply by writing down what women felt, yet could not 

explain, Friedan, as well as many less cited sources, created the spark for many 

American housewives to question their existence as simply mothers and demand a 

change. Though the establishment of the overall women's movement took place 

decades before, The Feminine Mystique opened the eyes of American women to the 

second feminist wave that gained momentum in the mid 1960's.

Shortly after many unhappy and unfulfilled housewives felt reassurance when Freidan 

revealed that sociologists misrepresented data in order to make women feel guilty if 

they were not happy simply being full-time housewives, and that psychologists over 

generalized and elated having aspirations for a career to a woman being sexually 

maladjusted.  No longer were women alone in their dissatisfaction and desire for a 

career or intellectual pursuit, and as they began to meet to discuss their wants and 

desire, organizations and feminist groups took form and gained popularity.

As an era dominated by advertising and mass media with agendas to create a 

traditional, gender defined society, the 1950s sparked a movement that questioned 

these ideal images and expectations pushed upon American women. Though 

advertising is still hugely successful in terms of influencing body image, gender roles, 

and societal expectations, Because of the second feminist movement and popular 

criticisms, society today is more aware that the ideal images put forth are simply that, 

ideal.
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