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ABSTRACT  
 
 

This thesis examines representations of working women in popular culture in Depression-
era America. Throughout the decade, women who worked were castigated by society at 
large. This new study maintains that this phenomenon is best probed by an 
interdisciplinary approach, with a focus on the most commercially successful and widely 
disseminated products of the 1930s. In recent years, the scholarly trend has been to focus 
on forgotten texts of the era. I reverse this process, taking mainstream “bestsellers” or 
mass-market products of the 1930s as my primary sources of analysis. Literature, film, 
comic books, documentary photography and advertising are discussed comprehensively, 
by way of demonstrating the multi-frontal assault faced by women in popular culture. This 
project is informed by extensive archival research and original material, all of which 
illustrate the extent that, across multiple genres, conservative gender models were pushed 
whilst professional women with an aptitude for business were feared. Betty Crocker 
advertising campaigns are examined alongside Walt Disney’s Snow White and the Seven 
Dwarfs (1937), Lois Lane in the early Superman comics, Margaret Mitchell’s Gone With 
the Wind (1936), Dorothea Lange’s ‘Migrant Mother’ photograph, John S. Steinbeck’s 
Grapes of Wrath (1939), and James M. Cain’s 1930s literary output. This American 
Studies thesis illuminates the ways in which fictional representations consistently 
characterised women who excelled in business as dangerous and toxic to society, whilst 
those who upheld traditional notions of femininity were celebrated and, in some cases, 
lauded as upholding American values. !
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Introduction 
 

 
Male dominance was endangered in the Depression. 

 
- Robert S. McElvaine1 

 
 
Speaking in the early 1930s, Marjorie Child Husted told her audience:  

 

There is a great reawakening of the pioneer spirit. Our grandmothers and great 
grandmothers who helped their men conquer the new country were happy. They were too 
busy to be discontented. They knew they were needed. They had the satisfaction of feeling 
they contributed just as much as the men; sometimes even more.2  

 

As manager of the ‘Betty Crocker’ brand within the General Mills company, Husted was in 

a unique position to recognise the challenges facing female consumers in the early years of 

the Great Depression. As thousands of letters poured in to the Home Services Department 

of the corporation, Husted, alongside many female employees charged with the task of 

responding to consumer letters, signed off ‘Betty Crocker’, witnessed countless pleas for 

economising recipes, often as a result of husbands being laid off in the midst of the 

economic disaster. Throughout the decade, the women who wrote to ‘Betty Crocker’ did so 

in the belief that she was a real person, whose expertise in homemaking had resulted in the 

creation of her brand. In fact, Betty Crocker was the advertising brainchild of the General 

Mills corporation, who rightly believed that sales would soar, should a ‘human’ touch be 

bestowed on a corporate product. When Husted likened the Depression context to that 

faced by America’s ‘pioneer women’ in the colonial era, she utilised a similar ploy as 

President Franklin Roosevelt who, in his declaration that ‘treating the task [ahead] as we 

would the emergency of war’, made a specific link between the economic disaster and war 

conditions in the immersive effect on the civilian population.3 Within this climate it was 

therefore expedient that the population work together in harmony in order to enable the 

stabilisation of the economy.  

 

While both men and women suffered under the trying social and economic conditions, the 

frequency with which gendered terms were utilised underscores the extent that gender 

tensions were exacerbated during the crisis. When Franklin Roosevelt famously 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1 Robert S. McElvaine, The Great Depression: America, 1929-1941 (New York: Three Rivers Press, 1984) p. 
181  
2 Marjorie Child Husted, ‘Opportunity for Homemakers’ 1930/31, General Mills Archive   
3 Franklin Delano Roosevelt, ‘Inaugural Address’, March 4th 1933, The American Presidency Project 
available at http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=14473 [accessed July 15th 2018] 
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proclaimed in his 1932 Inaugural Speech that, ‘the only thing we have to fear is fear itself,’ 

he shone a spotlight on the psychological impact of the experience for citizens of the 

United States.4 Tellingly, in one of the most popular historical accounts of the decade, a 

psychological and explanation involving gender is proffered:  

 

In certain respects, the Depression can be seen as having effected a “feminization” of 
American society. The self-centered, aggressive, competitive “male” ethic of the 1920s 
was discredited. Men who lost their jobs became dependent in ways that women had been 
thought to be.5 

 

McElvaine refers to the emasculation of men who found themselves unemployed or 

stripped of their usual civic roles in the predominantly masculine worlds of business and 

commerce. Although increased numbers of women entered the workplace throughout the 

1920s, they were no stranger to discrimination and hostility in their communities and in the 

media. With the onset of the Depression, extant tensions were heightened considerably.6 

Scholars have long acknowledged that segregation by gender in the labour force allowed 

women to keep their jobs during the 1930s, noting that the preponderance of women 

occupying secretarial, retail and domestic positions effectively protected them from male 

encroachment, due to the belief that jobs in these sectors were only suitable for females.7 It 

is now also widely accepted that women (and particularly married women) who worked, 

did so out of necessity in order to support their families and not, as the contemporary ‘pin- 

money’ theory went, for additional income for frivolities.8 Journalist Norman Cousins 

suggested one solution to the job crisis in 1939:  

 

There are approximately 10,000,000 people out of work in the United States today […] 
there are also 10,000,000 or more women, married and single, who are jobholders. Simply 
fire the women, who shouldn’t be working anyway, and hire the men. Presto! No 
unemployment. No relief roles. No depression.9 
 

This sentiment was popular, simplifying as it did a complex problem surrounding the 

economic crisis, and ignoring the statistics that demonstrated that women were not to 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
4 Ibid.  
5 Robert S.  McElvaine, The Great Depression p. 340  
6 William H. Chafe, The Paradox of Change: American Women in the 20th Century (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1991) p. 116; Lois Scharf, To Work and to Wed: Female Employment, Feminism, and the 
Great Depression (Greenwood Press: Connecticut, 1980) p. xi 
7 Alice Kessler-Harris, Out to Work: A History of Wage-Earning Women in the United States (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1982); 
Susan Ware, Holding Their Own: American Women in the 1930s (Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1982) p.30   
8 Winifred D. Wandersee Bolin, ‘The Economics of Middle-Income Family Life: Working Women During 
the Great Depression’ in The Journal of American History (Organization of American Historians, 1978) p. 
60; Chafe, The Paradox of Change p. 69 & 76; Scharf, To Work and to Wed p. xii 
9 Kessler-Harris p.256  
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blame for the breadlines across the country. Cousins’ opinion illustrates the extent to 

which women became scapegoats for mass unemployment during the Great Depression. In 

a decade which witnessed increased numbers of women leaving the home to go to work, 

and when many men lost their jobs, it is perhaps not surprising that gender roles would 

face fierce examination. The popular press wielded enormous influence in the construction 

of this debate. In 1936 a Fortune magazine poll asked its readers, “Do you believe that 

married women should have a full time job outside the home?,” with 48 percent 

disapproving, 37 percent stating conditional approval, and only 15 per cent approving.10 

Newspapers and magazines thus reflected popular opinions whilst also ensuring that the 

spotlight hovered on gender concerns in the production of opinion pieces to this effect.  

!
Ruth Schwartz-Cowen persuasively argued that the ‘Feminine Mystique’ attributed to the 

1940s and 50s, could in fact be discerned in advertisements and magazines from the 

interwar period:11  

 

It would be difficult to prove that manufacturers and advertising agencies invented the 
feminine mystique, but it would be equally difficult to deny that they did everything they 
reasonably could to encourage it […] The feminine mystique, the social ideology which 
was formed during the 20’s and solidified during the 30’s, was quite a functional solution 
to real economic and demographic conditions […] it kept women at home to do jobs that, 
in one way or another, American society needed to have done.12  
 

Subsequently, many scholars have documented the traditionalist outlook of magazine 

content and advertising campaigns in the 1920s and 1930s.13 Most textbooks of the 1930s 

note that gender tensions in popular culture existed, most often gaining expression in the 

silver screen in the film roles of stars such as Mae West, or focus on the role of exceptional 

women in journalism and national government.14 In recent decades, much attention has 

been paid to forgotten writers of the 1930s, or of writers whose work received scant 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
10 Ware, Holding Their Own p. 27 
11 Ruth Schwartz Cowan., ‘Two washes in the morning and a bridge party at night: The American housewife 
between the wars’ in Women’s Studies (Gordon and Breach Science Publishers Ltd, 1976) p. 147  
12 Ibid. pp. 166-168 
13 Roland Marchand, Advertising the American Dream: Making Way for Modernity, 1920-1940 (University 
of California Press: Los Angeles, 1986) pp. xv-v; Carolyn Kitch, The Girl on the Magazine Cover: The 
Origin of Visual Stereotypes in American Mass Media (USA: The University of North Carolina Press, 2001) 
p. 3 
14 Molly Haskell, From Reverence to Rape: The Treatment of Women in the Movies (Chicago: The 
University of Chicago Press, 1987) p. 92; Michael E. Parrish, Anxious Decades: America in Prosperity and 
Depression, 1920-1941 (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1994) pp. 400-401; Marjorie Rosen, 
Popcorn Venus: Women, Movies and the American Dream (New York: Avon Books, 1973) p. 140; 
Susan Ware, Holding Their Own: American Women in the 1930s (Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1982) pp. 
171-182 



! 4!

attention at the time, or have been relegated in favour of more revered writers.15 This 

project has sought to examine the best-selling popular culture of the decade, in a variety of 

formats. The selected titles have garnered attention primarily on account of their best-

selling and widely circulated status within the period, 1929-1941, and beyond. Where other 

books have briefly discussed texts such as Margaret Mitchell’s Gone With the Wind (1936) 

in relation to the Golden Age of Hollywood and most readily identifiable screen stars of 

the decade, this study provides a detailed account of the ways in which popular culture and 

representations of 1930s womanhood intersected in the period. It will be shown that, across 

a variety of mediums including literature, film, advertising, comic books and New Deal 

photography, the message was remarkably consistent: in order to best serve their country, 

women should, wherever possible, refrain from seeking work outside of the home. In other 

words, whether women were represented within the pages of the era’s most celebrated 

hard-boiled fiction, or in the historical façade of Mitchell’s text, ambitious and 

entrepreneurial women were consistently represented as a danger to the proper functioning 

of society. 

 

While it is impossible to gauge the exact sociological implications of this, it is 

unfathomable to think that this message, continuously reproduced, would not have affected 

the relations between genders within the decade. Similarly, whilst, at times, it has been 

possible to discuss the real-life working women operating behind the scenes in some of 

these artistic endeavors (most notably in the Walt Disney Company’s Ink and Painting 

Department and in the Home Services Department at General Mills), the intent of this 

project has not been to add to the extant material available on 1930s working women. 

Rather, I have focused on representations of women engaged in work. Similarly, while the 

real-life exploits of 1930s working women are not the central focus, this project has 

included details of some key figures where appropriate, particularly in order to underscore 

the tensions between the message of the text or image, and the litany of female workers 

explicitly engaged in production. The issue of race is also at the heart of much of this 

material, as many of the best-selling outputs of the decade do much to appeal to the white 

female consumer, belying the existence of the non-white consumer and societal participant, 

who also made up much of the 1930s workforce. Throughout this thesis, representations of 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
15 Laura Hapke, Daughters of the Great Depression: Women, Work, and Fiction in the American 1930s 
(Georgia: University of Georgia Press, 1995); Jennifer Haytock The Middle Class in the Great Depression: 
Popular Women’s Novels of the 1930s (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013); Paula Rabinowitz, Labor and 
Desire: Women’s Revolutionary Fiction in Depression America (North Carolina: University of North 
Carolina Press, 1992) 
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white women dominate the discussion. This reflects the cultural landscape of the 1930s, 

where writers, animators, advertisers, comic book artists and filmmakers combined in 

privileging whiteness. Alice Mikal Craven writes: ‘American white supremacy has 

profoundly shaped the evolution of the classical Hollywood narrative, ensuring its place at 

the heart of American cinema’s critical apparatus as well as in Hollywood studios.’16 This 

summary can be attributed to popular culture en masse throughout the period, as 

representations of white women (and men) abounded, rendering all other ethnic groups 

virtually invisible, or ridiculed and demonised. That is, with the exception of African 

American women whose representations as ‘Mammy’ and ‘Aunt Jemima’ was 

promulgated with renewed vigor in film, fiction and advertising, at the same time as 

unprecedented numbers of Black Americans migrated to Northern cities in search of a 

better life and employment opportunities. While this thesis is primarily concerned with 

negative representations of working women, appropriate attention is paid to the damaging 

representation of African American women in their consistent portrayal as stereotyped 

characters related to domestic service. Thus, however much white women found 

themselves scapegoated in the unfavorable economic climate, Black women were doubly 

affected by racially-motivated discrimination within the job market and racist and 

backward representations in popular culture.  

 

Much of this can be attributed to the fact that white men were at the helm in most of the 

creative industries considered in this study: As Randy Duncan and Matthew J. Smith note, 

‘the medium [of comics] has been disproportionately populated by male creators working 

for male owners.’17 Similarly, Roland Marchand characterises the advertising industry in 

the interwar period as ‘overwhelmingly male.’18 What is more, the world that the 

advertisers created was decidedly white:  

 

Ethnic and racial minorities found virtually no employment in the advertisements of the 
1920s and 1930s […] Primarily, they functioned as symbols of the capacity of the leading 
lady and leading man to command a variety of personal services.19 
 

While men in Hollywood were responsible for the influence and direction of the era’s 

productions, so too, were the employees of the creative departments of the New Deal 

government operating with clear objectives set by white male department heads. Shane 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
16Alice Mikal Craven, Visible and Invisible Whiteness: American White Supremacy through the Cinematic 
Lens (London: Palgrave MacMillan, 2018) p. 1  
17 Randy Duncan & Matthew J. Smith, The Power of Comics: History, Form & Culture (New York: 
Continuum: 2009) p. 258 
18 Marchand, Advertising the American Dream p. 33  
19 Ibid pp. 192-193 
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Lynn writes that, ‘whiteness accentuated images of suffering in the eyes of contemporary 

Americans’, signaling the ‘propensity of New Deal artists to focus primarily on the 

exploitation of whites.’20 For John Steinbeck, the issue of corporate greed outweighs 

structural racism, which explains the focus on white Americans in his seminal text, The 

Grapes of Wrath.21 Indeed, from his portrayal alone, the Dust Bowl experience is seen 

through a prism of whiteness. Steinbeck, like Dorothea Lange, relies on mythic tropes of 

womanhood to further a conservative, gendered and white-centric societal model. Lange, 

however, cannot be charged with white-washing the experience of those affected by the 

farming crisis. 

 

 Linda Gordon discusses the multi-ethnic dimensions of her extensive body of work 

accumulated for the Farm Security Administration in the period.22 Central to this study is 

the belief that gender roles are constantly reinforced in popular culture which, with its vast 

outreach, disseminates clear and recurring images and ideas regarding codes of behaviour 

that, if followed, allow society to function smoothly. Throughout the 1930s, as has been 

discussed, working women were stigmatised as they were seen to be subverting traditional 

gender norms. Within the popular culture of the decade, too, female characters who stray 

too far outside these traditional gender norms are punished, as we see in the case of 

Scarlett O’Hara in Margaret Mitchell’s Gone With the Wind, and the female characters in 

James M. Cain’s Depression-era fiction. As will be demonstrated in the following chapters, 

obvious departures from traditionally ‘feminine’ behavior is punishable by death or social 

alienation. Social actors (citizens) take their performative cues from directives issued in a 

multitude of settings. Given that the 1930s witnessed the mass dissemination of popular 

culture in film, fiction, advertising, as well as ‘new’ mediums such as comic books and 

government-funded photography projects, such as those carried out by the Works Progress 

Administration, citizens were bombarded with both texts and images that paradoxically 

offered an invisible but constant reaffirmation of traditional gender roles and, in particular, 

the male/female binary which rested on the belief that women should retain domestic roles.   

 

One of the central tenets of this project is the frequency with which ambitious women are 

depicted or described as monstrous. By contrast, women who adhere to the socially 

sanctioned ‘norm’ of homemaking and childrearing are lauded. Stephen Asma writes, ‘One 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
20 Shane Lynn, ‘ “A room of experience into which I cannot enter”: John Steinbeck on Race’, Steinbeck 
Review (Penn State University Press, 2015) p. 152  
21 Ibid p. 150  
22 Linda Gordon, ‘Dorothea Lange: The Photographer as Agricultural Sociologist’ in The Journal of 
American History (Organization of American Historians, 2006) pp. 720-723 
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aspect of the monster concept seems to be the breakdown of intelligibility. An action or a 

person or a thing is monstrous when it can’t be processed be our rationality, and when we 

cannot readily relate to the emotional range involved.’23 We see this most clearly in literary 

representations of working women, with Cain’s female characters and in Scarlett O’Hara. 

However, the same process is at work in a more subtle way in the early Superman comics, 

Disney’s short reels and Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs (1937), and in the Betty 

Crocker advertising. Asma continues: 

 

Monster derives from the Latin word monstrum, which in turn derives from the root 
monere (to warn). To be a monster is to be an omen […] The monster is more than an 
odious creature of the imagination; it is a kind of cultural category, employed in domains 
as diverse as religion, biology, literature, and politics.24 
 

 

Popular culture in the 1930s both implicitly and explicitly reinforced traditional gender 

roles that rested on the belief that women best served society when their activities were 

restricted to domestic tasks. Like the real women of the decade who experienced 

stigmatisation and immense pressure to relinquish work, many of the characters within the 

texts examined in this study are conceived in monstrous terms. Their punishment (or lack 

of) within the confines of the text is designed to educate the reader/viewer on the 

inappropriateness of the character’s actions. As such, they provide a warning effect, 

exploring in the realms of literature and art the likely outcome of female encroachment 

into the world of business and commerce. Asma writes: 

 

The monster, of course, is a product of and a regular inhabitant of the imagination, but the 
imagination is a driving force behind our entire perception of the world. If we find 
monsters in our world, it is sometimes because they are really there and sometimes because 
we have brought them with us.25 
 

The artists and writers who brought the array of characters into mass circulation and into 

the minds of the reading and viewing public both borrowed from and added to existing 

debates regarding proper gender roles. These artistic visions were populated with women 

ranging from the monstrous and grotesque to the ‘happy homemaker’ stereotype that went 

on to affect the lives and ambitions of American women for decades to come. As with all 

art, the extent that the texts can be considered to reflect real-life is highly debatable. What I 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
23 Stephen Asma, On Monsters: An Unnatural History of Our Worst Fears (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2009) p. 9 
24 Ibid p. 13  
25 Ibid p. 14 
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have been interested in chiefly are the parallels between the representation of women, and 

the likely effect of women being constantly exposed to images and text that reinforced 

specific beliefs. Throughout my research, the image of a mirror has been evoked 

repeatedly. Roland Marchand in his seminal Advertising the American Dream, discussed 

mirror-image and reflections in the context of advertisements in the 1920s and 1930s:  

 

In fact, as advertisers quickly perceived, people did not usually want ads to reflect 
themselves […] They wanted not a true mirror but a Zerrspiegel, a distorting mirror that 
would enhance certain images. Even the term Zerrspiegel, denoting a fun-house mirror, 
fails to suggest fully the scope of advertising distortions of reality. […] Advertising’s 
mirror not only distorted, it also selected.’26 
 

Advertisers thus recognised that, when it came to selling products to ordinary Americans, 

the aspirational was preferred, as opposed to offering a mere reflection of their daily 

lives.27 As with advertising, which was a male-dominated profession (remaining so for 

many decades), Cain’s material, stemming from the pulp magazines and heavily influenced 

by sensationalist news reporting, was designed to appeal to the fantasies (and innermost 

fears) of male readers. The representation of women in comic books, too, is hotly 

contested, as within this dream-space women are distorted both physically and 

metaphorically.28 J. P. Williams states, ‘comic books feed the dreams of their readers’.29 

As with advertising, comic books were not intended to reflect reality but, rather, were 

designed to appeal to the fantasies of consumers.  

 

Three of the five chapters of this thesis explore representations of women from a singular 

male enterprise – Cain’s hard-boiled literary landscape, the male-dominated realm of 

animation and comic books, and the advertising pursuits of the General Mills Company. 

That said, even when women are central to the project, as in the case of Margaret Mitchell 

and Gone with the Wind and Dorothea Lange’s WPA photography, their work is not 

impervious to the objectification of women at work in other mediums. Sandra Gilbert and 

Susan Gubar in their seminal The Madwoman in the Attic discuss the influence of 

patriarchal literary structures on female authors as follows: ‘[…] for just as women have 

been repeatedly defined by male authors, they seem in reaction to have found it necessary 
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to act out male metaphors in their own texts, as if trying to understand their implications.’30 

This is true of other genres, most notably with the characterisation of Scarlett O’Hara, 

where Mitchell allows her to subvert traditional gender norms before alienating her from 

her peers by way of punishment. Thus, to return to the idea of mirrors and representation, 

Gilbert and Gubar write that:  

 

Before the woman writer can journey through the looking glass toward literary autonomy 
[…] she must come to terms with the images on the surface of the glass, with, that is, those 
mythic masks male artists have fastened over her human face both to lessen their dread of 
her “inconstancy” and – by identifying her with the “eternal types” they have themselves 
invented – to possess her more thoroughly.31 
 

While Gilbert and Gubar concentrate their argument on nineteenth-century female writers, 

their supposition extends to the characterisation of American women in a broad array of 

popular culture throughout the Depression era. “Eternal types” are central to many of the 

plotlines that this study examines. Dorothea Lange, for example, in pursuit of the perfect 

aesthetic to capture the lived reality of the migrant experience for women and children, 

arranged the family of Florence Owens Thompson. The resultant photograph, “Migrant 

Mother” (1936), clearly reproduced the Madonna and Child motif that has pervaded 

western culture. Similarly, John Steinbeck’s characterisation of women in The Grapes of 

Wrath (1939) is restricted almost entirely to their biological determination, with Ma Joad 

and Rose of Sharon clearly modeled as Earth Mothers. It is significant that within 

documentary photography and literature of the documentary tradition, both photographer 

and writer utilise similar tropes of femininity.  

 

Popular culture, therefore, does not emerge in a vacuum. The values and beliefs of the 

creators seep into the final product, as do the aspirations and fears of the target consumer. 

Kaela Jubas describes popular culture as those artifacts that have become ‘embedded in our 

day to day lives’, where adults are ‘not passive consumers of media; instead we (re) make 

our own meanings as we accept, resist, and challenge cultural representations.’32 In the 

1920s and 1930s, popular culture had an ever-widening influence on the American 

populace as images proliferated. Advertising, for example, while extant for over two 

decades by the time of the Wall Street Crash, had reached its zenith, as advertisers honed 
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in on the best ways to sell products.33 Similarly, it was in the Depression era that ‘sound 

and sight’ saturated the American cultural scene as the power of radio was released, and 

the Hollywood studios invested heavily in the production of films for an insatiable movie-

going public.34 Warren Susman argues that:  

 

It is not too extreme to propose that it was during the Thirties that the idea of culture was 
domesticated, with important consequences. Americans then began thinking in terms of 
patterns of behavior and belief, values and life-styles, symbols and meanings.35 
 

The Great Depression is a particularly important era through which to examine popular 

culture, not least because it was in these years that mass media as we know it reached 

fruition. While radio, advertising and magazines pre-dated the 1930s – this was the era of 

technicolour in film, the advent of comic books and an intersectional period in which the 

immense reach of the media was mined for political purposes, exemplified by FDR’s 

fireside chats and the rise of personality politics. More than ever before, American citizens 

were bombarded with information, delivered via print, through sound-waves or 

emblazoned across cinema screens or advertising boards. In November 1941, Theodor 

Adorno followed in the footsteps of Max Horkheimer to Pacific Palisades in what was 

known as “German California”, compelled due to the unfavourable European climate. 

During this time, the pair completed a series of essays that would later comprise The 

Dialectic of Enlightenment (1944) in which they advanced a critical theory of society, 

informed by what they had witnessed in the propaganda machine of Nazi Germany and the 

entrenchment of mass culture in America. In essence, Adorno and Horkheimer declared 

that in what they named the “culture industry”, high and low art had dissolved into one 

homogenous entity, driven by commercial impulses and stripping the social participant of 

autonomy:  

 
With the liquidation of its opposition to empirical reality art assumes a parasitic character. 
Inasmuch as it now appears itself a reality, which is supposed to stand in for the reality out 
there, it tends to relate back to culture as its own object.36 
 
 
They conclude that this process amounts to a state of ‘Anti-enlightenment’ with consumers 

reduced to little more than pawns in the self-aggrandising capitalist machine.37 The 
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theorists offered an empirical critique of the ways in which the social landscape was being 

controlled by the industrial machine of mass media.38 Popular culture, in this model, is 

parasitic in the sense that it feeds off itself – a continuously regenerating entity buoyed by 

the consumer, whose participation is all but guaranteed in the context of ‘belonging’ in the 

modern capitalist state: 

 

The schema of mass culture now prevails as a canon of synthetically produced modes of 
behaviour. The following which mass culture can still count on even there where tedium 
and deception seem almost calculated to provoke the consumers is held together by the 
hope that the voice of the monopoly will tell them as they wait in line precisely what is 
expected of them […] Anyone who fails openly to parade their freedom, their courtesy, 
their sense of security, who fails to observe and propagate the established guidelines, is 
forced to remain outside the pale.39 
 
 
While these observations are undoubtedly influenced by the authors’ personal and first-

hand experience of fascist Germany, juxtaposed by their assimilation into the American 

cultural landscape of the 1930s, they are prescient in their concerns.40 Stuart and Elizabeth 

Ewen describe the trajectory of mass culture throughout the twentieth century as follows:  

 
[…] the dialectic of mass culture is manifest. For popular consumption, leisure, the 
technology is the carrier of visionary escape. Elsewhere, the technology performs, 
organizes, stores surveillance. We become data, facts, in the “world-machine”. Here the 
traditional use of communications technology continues unabated. Mechanical control is 
maintained as the reference-idea of capitalism. Machinery is both the monster of 
Frankenstein and the bribe by which that monster is endured.41 
 
 
In other words, the culture industry operates as a machine through which its continual 

renewal and infiltration into society ensures its survival. All component parts of the 

machine – advertising, film, new-sprint – work in tandem, powered by the relentless needs 

and wants of consumers.42  What is more, Shane Gunster in his examination of the “culture 

industry” thesis notes the fact that the machinations of this industry are baldly transparent: 
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‘while the culture industry does not hide the fact that its products are designed for sale, it 

also markets them as satisfying the needs and desires of its consumers’.43  

 

Adorno and Horkheimer were not, however, alone in their concern over this perceived 

dilution of culture in the face of mass entertainment. This was – as Susan Currell 

demonstrated in her important study of the “problem of leisure in the 1930s” – a topic of 

frequent discussions amongst scholars and cultural commentators throughout the decade.44 

In the face of unemployment and a difficult economic climate, the American populace did 

not cease occupying their leisure time with engagement in mass culture. Rather, this 

process was accelerated, indicating the extent that, by the 1930s, popular culture was 

entrenched in the social landscape. It is precisely because of the fierce debate that ensued 

that the 1930s warrants closer attention:  

 

By the mid-thirties, concerns over leisure were ubiquitous. The trickle of books and 
articles turned into a torrent, and the debate about American leisure raged in all areas of the 
popular and academic media until the end of the decade. Yet closer inspection of these 
many different texts shows that the discourse of leisure was also a deeply gendered one 
[…] anxieties over masculinity were mirrored by concerns that women had become 
ascendant through the transition to a leisure culture. The rise of consumer culture and 
leisure in the thirties appeared to be turning America into a matriarchy where women, as 
consumers, controlled the nation’s purse strings.45 
 

Here, Currell describes the acute fear of female ascendancy that was frequently exhibited 

throughout the Thirties in discussions over “the problem of leisure” in films, books, 

magazines and periodicals. Women, as the primary consumers in this leisured American 

society, were thus exercising economic power in an unprecedented way, garnering much 

attention in the process.46 In this climate, popular culture is a site through which gender 

concerns and representations are contested or ‘played out’ in an imaginary and creative 

space. That is not to say that consumers readily believed or parroted the social roles that 

they were exposed to in mass media, but rather that the fears and anxieties of the 

Depression years were explored in popular culture, with women - particularly powerful or 

professional women figuring prominently and, for the most part, in overwhelmingly 

negative terms. Concerns over ‘leisure’, then, fuelled the debate in the 1930s and 

thereafter. What is important and central to this study is that in the Depression-decade, the 
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potentially harmful effect of women within consumer culture was under the spotlight, as 

was the decline of culture in the face of a ‘passive’ leisure class who – as contemporary 

critics held – blindly accepted the output of the mass culture machine. 

 

The phenomenon of advertising and consumer desire was examined most memorably in 

Vance Packard’s bestselling The Hidden Persuaders (1957), in which the author unpacked 

the ‘depth approach’ techniques used by advertising executives to appeal to consumers on 

a supraliminal level, signaling the beginning of the “cognitive revolution” designed to 

reveal the psychological impetus behind advertising and purchasing.47 Packard’s expose 

highlighted what Mark Crispin Miller describes as the ‘science of allurement’, fuelled by 

psychoanalysis and revealing a much darker side of the advertising industry than had 

previously been explored.48 Much of what Packard had to say is, in fact, reminiscent of 

Adorno’s reflections on “the culture industry”, albeit with an emphasis on the consumer’s 

psychological state:  

 

In learning to sell our subconscious, another area the merchandisers began to explore 
carefully was that involving our secret miseries and self-doubts. They concluded that the 
sale of billions of dollars’ worth of products hinged to a large extent upon successfully 
manipulating or coping with our guilt feelings, fears, anxieties, hostilities, loneliness 
feelings, inner tensions.49 
 

Packard, then, saw in advertising a direct attempt to appeal to the consumer’s innermost 

anxieties and insecurities in an attempt to enhance product appeal. As with the Frankfurt 

School, he lamented the omnipresence of the culture industry: everywhere, everyday, 

ordinary citizens were being bombarded with images – particularly influencing leisure 

time. It was in the 1930s that mass media intersected and the cultural output came to reflect 

dominant modes of opinion about, for our purposes, appropriate gender roles. In this way, 

popular culture acted as a vehicle through which society could be constructed, providing 

signals to the audience/consumer of normative behaviour. As I previously stated, it is not 

my intention to suggest that consumers blindly accept the images and representations 

presented to them in the manner in which Adorno suggested. Rather, these cultural 

products are representative of a site where gender imbalances were contested. While I do 

not believe that citizens accepted without question and emulated the representations before 
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them, I do think that constant exposure to representations of women in a negative light 

(particularly in the workplace) - across a variety of mediums and in support of the New-

Deal sanctioned position on working-women, would do much to influence the American 

public, consciously and sub-consciously. 

 

Popular culture therefore offers the historian a multitude of important resources through 

which to assess the ways that ideas about gender and gender relations are transmitted to a 

national audience. Whilst this project does not pretend to assume the emotional response or 

understandings felt by Americans reading or viewing the materials that are examined, 

certain inferences can be made. Marchand, in relation to the ads of the 1920s and 1930s in 

his study, makes clear the limitations of his work: ‘I cannot prove conclusively that the 

American people absorbed the ideas of the ads, nor that consumers wielded the power to 

ensure that the ads would mirror their lives.’50 Instead, he contends that ‘plausible 

inferences’ can be made, whereby dominant values can be identified, all of which 

‘[buffeted] the consciousness of Americans’.51 Through sheer exposure alone, and the 

remarkably consistent messages regarding the proper place of American women, I argue 

that gender bias pervaded the most popular books, films and advertising of the decade. 

Despite each of the five chapters examining markedly disparate genres, a clear message 

can be discerned: Women, in times of national crisis, could best serve their nation by 

restricting their activities to domestic chores and/or raising children. Working women 

specifically were depicted as dangerous to business, with ambitious women often shown to 

be physically and emotionally incapable of motherhood, and damaging to their community 

at large. On the surface, these texts and cultural products offered diverging representations 

of American womanhood. However, a close examination reveals that, whether the 

‘heroine’ appeared in animation, was concealed in Civil-War costume, or occupied the 

most ‘modern’ of positions, such as Lois Lane in the newspaper-room in the Superman 

comics, the negative message – that women should not be engaged in work that took her 

outside the home - was remarkably consistent. Ideologically, these similarities reveal the 

extent to which traditional gender norms were pervasive (and replicated) in American mass 

culture. John Storey discusses the ideological debate that serves as a reference point in all 

cultural texts, referencing Bertrolt Brecht who stated, ‘Art is never without consequences’:  

 

Brecht’s point can be generalized to apply to all texts. Another way of saying this would be 
simply to argue that all texts are ultimately political. That is, they offer competing 
ideological significations of the way the world is or should be. Popular culture is thus […] 
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a site where ‘collective social understandings are created’: a terrain on which ‘the politics 
of signification’ are played out in attempts to win people to particular ways of seeing the 
world.52  
 

In each chapter, I have considered the ways in which the author, filmmaker, animator, 

advertiser or photographer has communicated ideas about gender through their chosen 

medium. It is my central belief that popular culture is one of the most important areas of 

study to discern dominant ideologies about gender, as well as a key site in which gender 

contestation is acted out. In the context of the 1930s, this is all the more valuable as it is in 

this period that popular culture galvanises, beginning a process of image and text 

saturation that continues to characterise modern life.   

 

Throughout the research process I have engaged extensively with original archival 

material. In practice, this has included the James M. Cain Papers housed at the Library of 

Congress, the Dorothea Lange Collection at the Oakland Museum of California, the 

National Steinbeck Center in Salinas, California and, finally, the General Mills Archives in 

Minneapolis, home of many brands and, foremost among them, Betty Crocker. During my 

first archival visit, it became clear when examining the Cain papers that Cain’s literary 

inspiration was topical: Contemporary reviews and newspapers, as well as the author’s 

original manuscripts, including original plays and interviews, demonstrated that Cain’s 

‘commitment to the commonplace’ underpinned his writings.53 Moving beyond a this 

reading of Cain’s most notable novels of the period, material such as his 1936 Lyceum 

production of The Postman Always Rings Twice deepened my understanding of his female 

characterisation, in terms of monetary gain. Likewise, where Cain was often charged with 

constructing sensationalist female portrayals (often found in tabloid reporting), close 

attention to newspaper reporting en masse reveals that broadsheet reporting was equally 

guilty of reproducing these character tropes and symbols. Cain stated in an interview that 

Mildred Pierce (1941) was explicitly concerned with ‘what millions of women are going 

through everyday’.54 Although this refers explicitly to his title character (and the title 

character of this project), this statement elucidates the author’s contemporaneous appeal. In 

exploring the archival material, the ‘popular’ appeal of his novels, resting almost entirely 

on masculine fears over female entrepreneurial ambition, became most tangible.  
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During my second research trip, I explored the ‘documentary tradition’ that characterised 

much of the cultural output of the Great Depression. Having read widely on the subject of 

Dorothea Lange’s “Migrant Mother” (1936) photographic sequence and John Steinbeck’s 

lauded The Grapes of Wrath (1939), my experience at both the Dorothea Lange archives at 

the Oakland Museum of California and the National John Steinbeck Centre in Salinas 

revealed much about the artists’ themselves, and the way in which their respective works 

contribute to public understanding of the period. Zoe Brown describes Lange’s body of 

work as a ‘monument to the ideal of the American family’.55 The same, too, could be said 

of The Grapes of Wrath which is, in essence, a microcosm of the migrant experience, 

designed to appeal to the most ‘natural’ impulses in the reader. Having examined 

government directives, letters, photographic negatives, oral histories and newspapers and 

magazines, it became clear that despite the ‘documentary’ tradition with which Lange and 

Steinbeck were explicitly engaged, their most celebrated products espoused traditional and 

conservative portraits of American motherhood and womanhood that reinforced existing 

gender roles that were promulgated by the New Deal government. Although Steinbeck’s 

reliance on FSA photography has long been discussed, it is only with a comparative 

assessment of the archival material that a proper conclusion can be reached regarding the 

reproduction of gender tropes that would come to define the era.  

 

Finally, my experience in the General Mills Archives in Minneapolis, as well as focusing 

the trajectory of my research, in many ways concluded the project. Aside from company 

documents and books, only one scholarly tract exists that explores the history of Betty 

Crocker. Within this text, the 1930s-specific archival finds comprise one chapter. During 

my visit, it was immediately clear that a wealth of untapped resources were available, 

pertaining to the brand itself, consumer responses, and advertising objectives and targets 

more broadly. A series of speeches, advertisements, letters to (and from) consumers, and, 

crucially, transcripts of the Betty Crocker Home Service Radio Talks which (to my 

knowledge) have not been published, revealed that the company employed ‘Betty Crocker’ 

as a fictitious agent to appeal to their female consumer. In the process, the company 

granted homemakers a political purpose: to serve their economically-torn nation best by 

ensuring the nutritional health of their husbands and sons.  Thus, in the most ‘modern’ and 

cutting-edge of cultural phenomenon – advertising, the same message was reinforced: that 

women were most beneficial and cherished in society when they adhered to patriarchal 

codes, restricting female activity to the domestic space.  
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No exploration of the most popular representations of femininity would be complete 

without an examination of Disney’s Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs (1937), the 

Depression-era Superman comics and Margaret Mitchell’s Gone with the Wind. Here, 

seemingly disparate sources, aimed at different consumers, support my argument that 

popular culture engaged in a campaign of social control across multiple genres. In the case 

of Lois Lane, much of the existing gendered commentary is focused on the 1950-1960 

period, whereas my approach has been to critically engage with the earliest editions, dating 

from 1939-1941. As with the Betty Crocker material, where many of the documents 

remained untouched, my goal has been to merge popular works with neglected archival 

material, to bolster my assertion that popular culture, across all fields, generated the same, 

conservative message regarding the appropriate place for women in American society. In 

my exploration of the most successful cultural productions of the decade (featuring 

prominent female characters), I demonstrate that it was on the pages of comic books, on 

the silver screen, and within the pages of the most popular books of the decade, that this 

message was filtered to the consumer.  

 

This thesis examines multiple genres in a case-study basis, in order to emphasise the 

frequency in which the most popular cultural outputs of the decade to enforce the same 

gendered message, albeit in markedly different formats. Chronologically, some chapters 

extend out-with the Great Depression era – for example, Betty Crocker was ‘created’ in the 

early 1920s although, my experience in the archives demonstrated that the popularity of 

the Home Service Radio Talks in the Depression-era offers an untapped and elucidating 

account of the ways in which modern advertising manipulated existing gender tensions to 

generate sales. This project dissects advertising, hard-boiled fiction, animation (including 

feature film and comic books), mass-market fiction (in the form of Gone With the Wind 

and The Grapes of Wrath) and documentary photography. As such, it has been a multi-

disciplinary venture, with a focus on shedding light on female representation in popular 

culture across various fields, as opposed to restricting discussion to one genre. This 

approach is beneficial because popular culture intersects, and acts as a site in which social 

problems or tensions can be grappled with. 

 

Some of the genres are what would be considered ‘male-dominated’ fields. Advertising, 

for example, had long been the domain of white professional men. As Roland Marchand 

points out: 
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[…] the creators of advertising were overwhelmingly male.  Rare was the advertising 
woman who escaped being typecast as an expert on the “woman’s viewpoint.” In fact, the 
very presence of women in other than secretarial positions stemmed largely from the 
recognition that women were the primary purchasers of most consumer products.56  

 

This can be seen clearly in the case of the Betty Crocker brand, where a litany of female 

Home Economics professionals were employed to test the products and recipes but, more 

importantly, to reply to the thousands of letters that poured in to company headquarters for 

advice. In other words, the female icon of the brand obscured the real women working 

behind the scenes – and this dynamic was at the behest of the male advertising executives, 

recognizing in ‘Betty’ the potential to secure the purchasing loyalty of homemakers across 

the United States. Similarly, the animation industry was overwhelmingly male. Traditional 

European fairytales were prefixed with ‘Disney’ in what would become a trademark 

Americanisation and Disneyfication of the fairytale genre. Disney’s animated short reels 

and first full-length feature film, Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs (1937), proved 

immensely popular with contemporary audiences and, as so, his sphere of influence was 

vast. As Giroux writes:  

 

If we imagine the Disney company as a teaching machine whose power and influence can, 
in part, be measured by the number of people who come in contact with its goods, 
messages, values, and ideas, it becomes clear that Disney wields enormous influence on 
the cultural life of the nation, especially with regard to the culture of children.57 
 
 

It will be shown that the release of Snow White instigated a process that would continue 

throughout the history of the Walt Disney Company, with specific implications for issues 

of female representation. In the context of the 1930s, even in one of the most ‘modern’ 

and, on the surface – innocuous of mediums, Disney’s conception of femininity was 

traditionalistic and wielded great influence on American cinemagoers. What is more, the 

animators’ worldview extended into the workplace of the Disney Studios, where a 

hierarchical and gendered prism of responsibilities was demarcated. Not unlike the Home 

Service Department at General Mills and other advertising agencies, Elizabeth Bell writes 

that, ‘the hands of women, painting and transcribing the creative efforts of men, performed 

the tedious, repetitive, labor-intensive housework of the Disney enterprise’.58  
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By contrast, comic books were created by and for men: they were designed to appeal to the 

same consumers that purchased pulp magazines in the 1920s and 1930s. The popularity of 

comic books, in fact, heralded the end of pulp fiction, as the ‘hard-boiled’ school and 

comic book culture dominated.59 Jopi Nyman describes hard-boiled fiction as ‘a fantasy of 

the male mind’, where masculinity is inflated and femininity conceived in overwhelmingly 

negative terms.60 In both comic books, which emerged as a genre towards the end of the 

1930s, and hard-boiled fiction, female representation is particularly bleak. This is 

interesting given that it is within these genres that female participation was virtually non-

existent. That being said, where women were involved in the production, in the case of 

Mitchell’s Gone with the Wind and Lange’s documentary photography, female 

representation was no less problematic. In these more ‘traditional’ outlets – historical 

fiction and photography, the text/image relied on the reproduction of damaging 

stereotypes. In both the book and film version Gone With the Wind, nostalgia and gender 

stereotypes intertwine – through her trials and tribulations, heroine Scarlett O’Hara finds 

that in pursuing the masculine in her nature (bartering, business expansion) she loses the 

support and respect of her community and, tellingly, her husband and child. Despite its 

Civil-War setting, much unites Gone With the Wind with Cain’s treatment of women. 

Scarlett’s punishment is loneliness at the close of the text – in many ways her journey 

brings her full circle – back to the plentiful existence of her youth, but hardened by 

experience and circumstance. In Mildred Pierce, the title character ends the book as she 

began: in the confines of her home, having learnt that entering the masculine world of 

business and commerce comes at a high price.  

 

Dorothea Lange and John Steinbeck were both directly engaged with the experience of 

Dust Bowl migrants during the Great Depression. Compelled, along with many other 

artists, to respond to the humanitarian crisis, both photographer and writer toured the 

migrant camps extensively, gathering material that would further the cause of the 

Resettlement Administration and what would become Steinbeck’s most well-known novel, 

The Grapes of Wrath. Jan Goggans discusses ‘women’s redemptive potential’ in 

Steinbeck’s novel, contending that, ‘in Lange’s photos, no such romantic vision exists’.61 I 

disagree with this statement. Whilst I understand that Goggans refers to Lange’s entire 
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body of work, it is instructive that the most celebrated image is ‘Migrant Mother’. In 

Lange’s photograph, she constructed a tableaux of motherhood with mythic implications, 

immediately identifiable to contemporaries. Steinbeck, too, conceived of women as little 

more than mythic tropes in his most lauded text. Motherhood and, specifically, selfless 

mothering, is depicted as redemptive in these latter chapters, as a traditionalist message is 

continuously reinforced.  

 

Chapter One, ‘the greatest opportunity the home-makers of the nation have ever had: Betty 

Crocker and the Great Depression’ draws on extensive archival research, including 

unparalleled access to the 1930s output of the Betty Crocker brand. My research revealed 

that, in this period in particular, considerable resources were assigned to ensure the 

promotion and continuation of the Betty Crocker character. Despite her fictitious origins, 

the success of the advertising strategy is made clear through sales, consumer letters and 

radio listeners. Betty Crocker was the homemaker that housewives across the nation were 

encouraged to aspire to – she offered expertise and, crucially, imbued this expertise with 

special meaning in the context of the financial crisis. In this chapter, I argue that the Betty 

Crocker brand politicised the role of the American housewife, likening her societal 

contribution to America’s pioneer women, with the implication that female contributions 

in American society was best measured through homemaking and child-rearing. Where 

Betty Crocker was an aspirational figure, intended to inspire ordinary women to excel in 

the kitchen with her tested and approved recipes, the Aunt Jemima brand proliferated. Aunt 

Jemima, as a relic from slavery, was repackaged and intended to make a specific and 

indelible link between Black women and domestic service. As will be shown, the 

advertising industry was responsible for creating what was perhaps the most traditional and 

conservative representations of womanhood throughout the decade.  

 

Chapter Two, ‘Representations of Women in 1930s Animation,’ discusses the field of 

animation by considering the cultural influence of Walt Disney’s first feature-length 

animation, Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs (1937), alongside the characterisation of 

Lois Lane in the earliest Superman comics. It was in the 1930s that animation reached 

fruition, when Disney recognised (and capitalised on) the box-office potential of animated 

film, following the success of several short reels. This era, referred to as the ‘Golden Age’ 

of comic books, witnessed the mass production and circulation of comic books that would 

forever alter the cultural landscape of American mass culture.62 I demonstrate that the 
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overwhelming impression of Lois Lane in the first three Superman comics is negative: in 

order to further her career, she resorts to deceptive tactics, utilising her feminine charms to 

her advantage before, ultimately, succumbing to the ‘damsel in distress’ stereotype that 

would dominate the representations of women in comic books for many decades. Not 

unlike the ambitious women in Cain’s work and with Scarlett O’Hara in Gone with the 

Wind, Lois’ actions are implicitly condemned in each text. Disney, on the other hand, 

entirely re-works the fairytale genre to strip his female protagonist of free will. Naomi J. 

Wood, in her discussion of the Americanisation of fairytales under Disney’s vision, 

describes the effect on female characters: ‘Initially oblivious embodiments of what Betty 

Friedan was to denounce as the Feminine Mystique, Disney’s fairy-tale heroines have a 

great affinity for housework and care-giving.’63 In Disney’s first feature-length animation, 

domestication is proffered as the only appropriate aspiration for American women seeking 

to attain the same happiness as the fairytale heroine.  

 

Chapter Three, ‘Woman as Scapegoat: Margaret Mitchell’s Scarlett O’Hara and the 

Monstrous Extreme of Female Enterprise in Gone With the Wind’ discusses the most 

vilified working women in the 1930s, as found expression in the most popular book (and 

film) of the decade. When Margaret Mitchell published Gone With the Wind in 1936, her 

heroine immediately captured the attention of the general public and movie moguls such as 

David O. Selznick who would go on to purchase the rights, and produce the multi-award-

winning 1939 film version. Despite the historical remove, with the events of the novel 

taking place before, during and after the events of the American Civil War, both the book 

and the film grappled with gender roles, with the historical setting providing the perfect 

arena for Mitchell and, later, Selznick, to explore the importance of maintaining traditional 

gender roles in times of societal turmoil. No account of popular culture or, indeed, female 

representation in the 1930s would be complete without a discussion of Scarlett O’Hara and 

her creator. Mitchell repeatedly described her heroine as Melanie Wilkes, the Southern 

Belle of the novel who ultimately proves too fragile for the harsh realities of a war-ravaged 

South. In her letters, she expressed dismay that it was Scarlett O’Hara that dominated 

discussions of her book and had proven so irresistible to her readers and, later, the cinema-

going public. As in Frankenstein, Mitchell’s monster (Scarlett), is virtually indestructible 

when unleashed on society, her actions taking on a will of their own, detached from her 

creator. This chapter draws a specific link between the scapegoated working women of the 
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1930s, and the most popular and immediately identifiable representation of ‘working’ 

womanhood in the decade, in the form of Scarlett O’Hara. As with her predecessors in the 

work of James M. Cain, it will be shown that it was with Mitchell’s creation that the 

monstrous potential of working women was most fully realised. So much so, in fact, that 

with the publication of Cain’s Mildred Pierce in 1941, one reviewer was quick to note 

Veda’s literary heritage, in what amounted to an ancestral line of ‘Bitches’, making clear 

the pathology of the female potential for destruction, in the event that their ambitions 

remain unharnessed.  

 

Chapter Four, ‘What can I say about journalism? […] It is the mother of literature’: 

Motherhood as Art in Dorothea Lange’s ‘Migrant Mother’ and John Steinbeck’s The 

Grapes of Wrath’, explores possibly the most quintessential images of the Great 

Depression. Dorothea Lange’s ‘Migrant Mother’ (1936) is the most widely reproduced and 

most instantly recognizable documentary photograph from the period.64 This chapter 

examines the symbiotic relationship between images of motherhood as they appeared in 

Lange’s photographic record, alongside the characterisation and representations of Ma 

Joad and Rose of Sharon in Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath. William Stott’s 

Documentary Expression and Thirties America famously argued that ‘The documentary 

approach and the documentary genre were characteristic in the 1930s.’65 In his text, Stott 

examines radio broadcasting, popular literature, magazine reporting, oral history and 

photography, all through the lens of documentary expression as a form of art, as developed 

as a medium throughout the Great Depression. Stott cites and examines Steinbeck’s The 

Grapes of Wrath, describing the text as ‘honest propaganda,’ highlighting as it does the 

plight of the migrant farming population, with the intent of exposing the man-made social 

ills leading to the dislocation of mid-western farmers.66 The Farm Security Administration, 

too, operated with the sole aim of producing material that positively enhanced the image of 

the government, and to prove that the efforts of the New Deal to alleviate the migrant crisis 
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were just.67 Steinbeck and Lange, however, in their artistic pursuits to ‘capture’ the 

migrant crisis through a documentary lens, ultimately reproduced time immemorial 

concepts of womanhood. In a letter to editor Pascal Covici, Steinbeck wrote, ‘The incident 

of the earth mother feeding by the breast is older than literature.’68 Lange, too, recognised 

in her ‘Migrant Mother’ the powerful symbolism at the heart of the image. Both the author 

and photographer rested on a peculiar didactic between the ‘documentary’ impulse and the 

production of images and text that specifically reinforced a gender-specific symbolic order. 

Richard Pells writes (in relation to The Grapes of Wrath) that, ‘the book and the movie say 

the same thing; that in a crisis like the depression, patience was ultimately more important 

than revolution, a respect for tradition more compelling than the hunger for social 

change.’69 In both mediums, women’s role is strictly symbolic: thus, I show that in the 

context of the most influential documentary texts and images, women were reduced to 

mythic archetypes, belying the complexity of the economic and social hardships of women 

in the decade.  

 

Chapter Five, ‘Women in the World of James M. Cain’, explores the role of women in the 

hard-boiled author’s early fiction. In Cain’s short stories, alongside The Postman Always 

Rings Twice, Double Indemnity and Mildred Pierce, his female characters destroy the lives 

of the men with whom they are involved. Cain, described by Edmund Wilson as a ‘poet of 

the tabloid murder,’ brought to his fiction an innate sense, borne from his experience as a 

tabloid journalist, of public appetites for violence and sensationalistic narratives 

concerning dangerous women. 70 Cain’s women are repeatedly represented as being 

particularly dangerous when outside of the home environment, or when engaged in 

employment. Whether at work in a clerical capacity, in the service industry or as a 

professional, the presence of women in the workforce is shown to be devastating at best, 

lethal at worst. As such, ambition is conceived as a particularly dangerous and feminine 

psychosis. In this way, this chapter situates the gender anxiety present in Cain’s early work 

within the broader dislocation of gender norms and fears of feminine strength and success 

prevalent in the culture of the 1930s.  
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Ultimately, this thesis contends that an interdisciplinary approach to representations of 

women in 1930s American popular culture is essential in order to properly gauge the 

popular mood. I have examined multiple genres, challenging the academic tendency to 

focus on one singular site of popular culture. This cross-genre approach has highlighted the 

ways in which different industries conveyed what was, in essence, the same conservative 

representation of womanhood. Across different media – from popular literature, to 

documentary photography, advertising, comic books and film – the message, as it 

pertained to the proper role of women in American society, was unwavering: women were 

at their most dangerous when they strayed too far from the home environs. In some 

circumstances women with business acumen would be accepted, as with Mrs. 

Merriweather’s pie sales in Gone With the Wind, Mildred Pierce’s informal cake trade and 

in the many home-baking activities celebrated in countless Betty Crocker advertising 

campaigns. For the most part, however, best-selling representations of entrepreneurial or 

professional women were consistently wrought in negative terms. These women were 

dangerous, to be feared – and damaging to the recovery and spirit of a nation in crisis.  
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Chapter One: ‘the greatest opportunity the home-makers of the nation have ever 
had’: Betty Crocker and the Great Depression 

 
 

In a speech entitled ‘Opportunity for Homemakers’, delivered at the Housewives League in 

St. Paul in the early 1930s, Marjorie Child Husted asserted that, ‘we can feel that this time 

of depression is the greatest opportunity the home-makers of the nation have ever had.’1 

She went on, ‘Just the matter of food alone while its [sic] only one task in the many that 

the home-maker finds to occupy herself with, seems to me perhaps the most important one 

of all. For on food depends the happiness and health of the family more than in any other 

phase of home-making.’2 Throughout the 1930s, Husted, employee of the General Mills 

Company and head of the Home Service Department, delivered several speeches to 

women’s clubs, cooking schools and advertising agencies that reiterated the very specific 

role that her employer, alongside advertising agencies en masse, envisaged for women. As 

home-makers, women were responsible for ensuring the health and happiness of their 

families but, in this role she was also fulfilling a civic duty to engage in consumerism that 

would (it was hoped) invigorate a fledgling economy. Jackson Lears writes that, ‘By the 

early twentieth century, the notion that 85 percent of consumer purchases are made by 

women was embedded in the conventional wisdom […] as was the tacit assumption that 

women’s minds were vats of frothy pink irrationality.’3 However ‘irrational’ they were 

deemed, the female market was central to advertisers whose livelihoods depended on 

marketing products successfully. 

 

The General Mills Company was one of many large corporations who recognized the 

advertising potential of a female figurehead, creating, in the 1920s, the ‘Betty Crocker’ 

brand. Following the success of an advertising campaign in the shape of a puzzle and 

‘giveaway’ in the October 1921 edition of the Saturday Evening Post, Washburn Crosby 

(which would later become General Mills) advertising director Samuel Gale, sought to 

‘personalize’ the response to thousands of consumer letters with a fictitious figure – Betty 

Crocker.4 As the company described retrospectively: ‘And so the concept was born of a 

woman food authority as representative of the Company helping homemakers the country 
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over.’5 Whilst the Betty Crocker brand spans many decades (a testament to the success of 

the initial advertising campaign and its subsequent development), this chapter will argue 

that it was in the 1930s that it reached fruition, in large part due to its direct response and 

engagement with the economic environment. With the exception of Susan Marks’ 

monolith on the cultural history of Betty Crocker from the early twenties to the present, 

there is a relative paucity of scholarly materials analysing the brand. This is particularly 

noticeable in comparison to the multitude of historians and sociologists who have explored 

the history of Aunt Jemima, whose length of ‘service’ to convenience products outweighs 

even that of Betty Crocker. This chapter will also consider the ways in which Betty 

Crocker and Aunt Jemima diverge and intersect, with a view to exploring the function they 

provided for the advertising executives and companies pushing their products. In providing 

a thorough analysis of archival material from the General Mills Archives, I shall contribute 

to the burgeoning field of food studies, as well as building on existing scholarship in 

relation to women’s studies and cultural and advertising history.  

 

Arlene Voski Avakian and Barbara Haber write that, ‘recent scholarship on women and 

food conclusively demonstrates that studying the relationship between women and food 

can help us to understand how women reproduce, resist, and rebel against gender 

constructions as they are practiced and contested in various sites, as well as illuminate the 

contexts in which these struggles are located.’6 A wealth of material from the General 

Mills Archives, and specifically the Home Service Radio Talks which were produced 

throughout the era, attests to the importance attached to situating the contemporaneous 

experience of American women within the experience of their foremothers, often drawing 

specific links to other tumultuous periods in American history such as the Early Colonial 

Period and the American Revolution. As such, Samuel Gale and Husted directly contribute 

to what I consider an extension of the idea of Republican Motherhood. Linda Kerber 

describes this ideology as follows:  

 

The republican ideology that Americans developed included – hesitantly – a political role 
for women. It made use of the classic formulation of the Spartan Mother who raised sons 
prepared to sacrifice themselves to the good of the polis. It provided an apparent 
integration of domestic and political behavior, in a formula that masked political purpose 
by promise of domestic service.7 
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As will be demonstrated, the General Mills Company, in a series of broadcasts, pamphlets 

and advertisements, granted the homemaker a specific political purpose. In their revisions 

of ‘modern’ American womanhood, the homemaker’s job was to create as happy a 

domestic environment as possible, ensuring the health and wellbeing of her husband and 

children. She was to be undeterred by the economic disaster unfolding around her and 

spilling into the environs of her home. It should be said that, in this endeavour, General 

Mills did not act alone. As Jessamyn Neuhas explains, advertising executives were only 

one group of the modern ‘mirror makers’ who believed that ‘an image of a housewife 

would help sell housework products’, to the much-coveted female consumer.8 In the same 

way that James M. Cain considered female entrepreneurial success to be synonymous with 

monstrousness, that Lois Lane’s hard-headedness is depicted as unnatural, and Walt 

Disney reinforced a belief in traditional gender roles, the role of advertisers constitutes an 

area of popular culture that wielded great influence, entering as it did the average 

American’s home in the form of magazines, as well as appearing in newspapers, on the 

airwaves and in streets across the nation. As Ruth Schwartz Cowan discusses, the 

technological advancements of the 1920s and 1930s resulted in the emergence of a re-

vamped domestic ideology, actively developed by advertisers, to ensure that, ‘those new 

technologies would be used in very specific and rather limited ways.’9 In other words, 

advertising was one of the most important sites of gender contestation in the period, 

wielding far greater influence on the American public. It is within this context that Betty 

Crocker acted as a guiding figure, a homely mediator residing somewhere in the 

borderlands between tradition and modernity, whose very ‘existence’ exposes some of the 

greatest artifices of the era, in a decade rife with contradictions and anxieties about 

women’s role in society.  
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(Fig. 1) Letter to Betty Crocker Dec. 14th 1944, General Mills Archives 
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(Fig. 2) Betty Crocker interviews circa. 1932, General Mills Archives 
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(Fig. 3) Betty Crocker correspondence, Winter 1931, General Mills Archives  
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(Fig. 4) Betty Crocker Registration Figures, July 1930, General Mills Archives 
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(Fig. 5) ‘Your Defense’ – Nutrition Study Kit, General Mills Archives  
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(Fig. 6) Nutrition Study Kit, General Mills Archives 
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(Fig. 7) Wall Street Journal advertisement, 1932, General Mills Archives. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Fig. 8) Wall Street Journal advertisement, 1932, General Mills Archives. 
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(Fig. 9) ‘Women WILL Buy Cakes’ advertisement,  General Mills Archives. 
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(Fig. 10) Betty Crocker Softasilk advertisement, 1935, General Mills Archives  
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(Fig. 11) Neysa McMein portrait, 1936, General Mills Archives   
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(Fig. 12) Betty Crocker ad, Late thirties, General Mills Archives   
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(Fig. 13) Home Service Department offices, 1940s, General Mills Archives   
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(Fig. 14) Betty Crocker portrait, Neysa McMein – 1936, General Mills Archives 
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‘Betty Crocker’s Mailbag’: Betty Crocker and the Great Depression 

 

In December 1943, the General Mills Company likened the WWII conditions to the 

Depression-era directly preceding it. Betty Crocker, they claimed, had proven her worth to 

American housewives during the economic crisis: 

 

Sugar rationing was the first gun of the war fired at the home front. It sent our women 
scampering to their favorite food authorities for help. Foremost among these was Betty 
Crocker of General Mills who’d encouraged, sympathized and helped Mrs. American 
Housewife through the dreary years of the Depression with low cost recipes and menus.10 

 

One housewife directly attributed Betty Crocker’s show and recipes to the success of her 

marriage and family life, writing that, ‘You have been my guiding star ever since my 

marriage thirteen years ago last September […] Your happy voice coming over the air 

imparts such inspiration that we who listen know anew that homemaking is the [sic] really 

greatest of all arts’ [see Fig 1].11 New York housewife Mrs. William Parkman wrote, ‘I 

wonder if you realize how much you are helping me, or rather I should say “us” […] Like 

a million other husbands, mine had to take a severe cut in salary and oh, Miss Crocker, 

sometimes I become so discouraged. It does seem almost impossible at times to think up 

tasty, nourishing foods and at the same time economical.’12 ‘Economy’ was of central 

importance to housewives whose husband’s reduced wages (or unemployment) impacted 

their housekeeping resources. Mrs. Minnie Card wrote that, ‘[…] the recipes are 

economical too which is one thing which appeals as most folks can’t afford any extra. A 

cake which takes 4 eggs may be worth it but in every day living most can’t afford it “no 

how”.’13 Others explicitly mentioned the link between ‘economy’ shopping and the need to 

provide the best nourishment for their offspring: ‘I feel in feeding growing children I am 

building for the future manhood and womanhood. I think the best food is economy.’14 In 

other words, the quality of the product (in this case, General Mills Kitchen-Tested Flour) 

reduced wastage and allowed the housewife, charged with properly nourishing her family, 

to feel that this ‘economic’ usage was important to her family and the national effort 

toward recovery.  
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Marjorie Husted recognised, at the onset of the Depression, that the thousands of letters 

pouring into the Home Service Department offered both she and her employers unrivalled 

access to their target consumer:  

 

In my work I have the opportunity to sense the attitude of women not just in one locality 
but all over the country; and not just one type of woman, but all types. In the letters I 
receive I get glimpses of the courage and bravery that the women of our country are 
showing these days in a thousand different ways. I know that women will do almost 
anything in the world to help their husbands and families to get along.15 

 

Although Husted spoke of ‘types’ of women with whom her company were in dialogue 

with, married women were by far the chief correspondents, and represented the ‘type’ 

targeted by General Mills in their advertising campaigns and outreach programmes. Miss 

Mabel Sisley from Pennsylvania wrote, ‘So please do not think these food things you tell 

us of are just to cater to mere man. We unclaimed blessings are just as important,’ however 

she was in a minority, with letters from married women of all ages recorded more 

frequently in the company archives.16 In the Spring of 1932, two letters diverged sharply, 

with one Mrs. J. M. Vickers from Florida asserting that, ‘it seems the sweet fine girl type is 

being pushed farther and farther back as time goes along, and only the flapper seems to be 

in existence.’17 In contrast, Mrs. Mildred Paul from Missouri described her four-year 

marriage as follows:  

 

Dear me, I feel that this is the time we really have to start working and planning to keep 
our husbands interested and having him feel that home is the only place he cares to go after 
his working hours. So, here is my secret […] I always have a smile for him, I look fresh 
and clean, and have a nice hot dinner for him, and through conversation I try to make him 
forget his day of worry at the office … I truly believe Miss Crocker, if more wives would 
do this and work more with their husbands, there would be fewer husbands calling from 
the office, that they won’t be home to dinner.18 

 

Clearly, the products and values espoused by General Mills and propagated by the 

advertising machine that grew around the Betty Crocker ‘food authority’ brand gaining 

credence in the decade, did not look to the outmoded flapper to push the latest time-saving 

flours and cake mixes. The above letter represented the ideal consumer, and were collected 

and stored, often with headings such as ‘Cute Comments’, ‘Human Interest’ and 

‘Economy’ etched at the top of the page, indicating the way that they could best be utilised 

in future Home Service Talks or advertising campaigns [see Fig 2]. In effect, the letters 
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sent to the fictitious Betty acted as consumer surveys, as well as providing the company 

with anecdotes for future marketing campaigns and promotional ventures. It became, in 

essence, a self-generating advertising machine, facilitated by the ‘personal’ flourish of 

Betty Crocker correspondence.  

 

Susan Marks writes that, ‘It’s reasonable to speculate that most listeners genuinely 

believed in Betty Crocker,’ which, I would argue is most evident in the fact that women 

came to consider her a friend.19 Mrs. P. Auger from Minneapolis wrote, ‘Allow me to call 

you friend, for I am sure you are such to so many of us women’.20 In one particularly 

poignant letter, a recently bereaved gentleman from Kansas wrote Betty Crocker to inform 

her of his wife’s passing, before stating that she was her ‘greatest inspiration and helper’ 

and reasserting his family’s loyalty to General Mills flour [See Fig. 3].21 The ‘woman 

purchasing agents’, as identified by Gale and Husted, were evidently buying into this 

marketing strategy and, unknown to them, contributing to contemporaneous (and future) 

advertising campaigns. The letters housed at the General Mills archives are a testament to 

the direct engagement, the ‘intimate glimpses into home life’, as Husted put it, that ensured 

the ongoing success of General Mills. The Depression-context was especially significant 

because, with the purses of most American housewives tightened, economy in 

homemaking gained greater importance. The letters also reveal the influence of the radio in 

the career of this company representative. As Fortune magazine claimed in 1945 – “the 

radio made Betty Crocker”.22 Beginning in 1924, the Betty Crocker Radio Cooking School 

was a tremendous success. One company document, dated July 14th, 1930, charts the 

increase in registration numbers from 1926-7, demonstrating that on a yearly basis, women 

joined the ‘school’ with increases of up to 85% on the previous yield [See Fig.4].23 Over 

almost three decades, the Radio Cooking School amassed one million ‘alumni’, as women 

across the nation tuned in to hear the advice and recipes from Betty Crocker.24  

 

Interestingly, Betty Crocker’s presence in the living room of ordinary Americans coincided 

with President Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s “Fireside Chats” which marked the first time 
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an American President had directly (and informally) addressed the public. As John Kasson 

writes, ‘Roosevelt keenly appreciated the potential of radio to carry his voice and message 

directly into the homes of ordinary citizens and to enlist their support.’25 This was the 

decade in which personality politics gained greater importance, and, I would argue, the 

‘human interest’ dimension of Betty Crocker’s personality and ‘voice’ ingratiated her in 

people’s homes and consciousness in the same manner as the President’s “Fireside Chats”. 

The General Mills Company, in fact, directly linked FDR and Betty Crocker as ‘authority 

figures’ providing a key role in the regeneration (and confidence) of civilians.   

 

With the beginning of WWII, the General Mills Company released a ‘Nutrition Study Kit’, 

comprising of a personal nutrition record, quotes from FDR, as well as nutritionists and 

their own authority, Betty Crocker [see Fig 5].26 It reads, ‘The government, science and 

industry are working together to improve every citizen’s opportunity to maintain good 

health through sound nutrition,’ drawing specific attention to the role of the company in 

providing a service to the struggling nation.27 The kit went on to quote the President 

directly: ‘ “During these days of stress the health problems of the military and civilian 

population are inseparable. Total defense demands man power. The full energy of every 

American is needed.”’28 United States Coordinator of Health, Welfare, and Related 

Defense Activities Paul V. McNutt follows, stating that, ‘Total defense is not a question of 

guns or butter but of guns and butter.’29 The kit then stresses the importance of listening to 

the radio and monitoring advertising for offers, with a doodle of an American housewife 

avidly taking notes [see Fig 6]. In this pyramid of authority, Betty Crocker may follow the 

President, Government employees, General Mills Company executives and professional 

Nutritionists, but she also represented the closest point of ‘contact’ between the producer 

and consumer. The ‘kit’ ends with her name and company address, stressing her role as a 

‘helper’ to women seeking advice on ‘nutrition and homemaking’.30 While this document 

is likely a product of the early 1940s as the nation entered WWII, it is indicative of a 

process that was ongoing in the decade preceding it, as the General Mills Company sought 

to associate the Betty Crocker brand and ‘her’ time-saving and Home Service Kitchen-
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Tested products as the answer to the concerns of homemakers and, as will be shown, 

struggling industries, such as farming.  

 

In 1932, General Mills made appeals specifically to the baking industry, alerting these 

professionals to the benefits of advertising Betty Crocker 13-egg Angel Food to ensure 

customers and, more importantly, repeat business. With the heading ‘Women WILL BUY 

Cakes,’ the advertisement visualises the business potential with the use of a cake being cut, 

illustrative of the potential market open to bakeries willing to utilise the advertising 

groundwork (and product) of General Mills [see Fig 7].31 The ad commands, ‘Attract to 

YOUR shop or dealers the cake buyers that General Mills’ national advertising will create 

for you’, signaling the intent of the company to expand sales beyond grocery stores 

holding General Mills products. This campaign was evidently a success because it led to 

General Mills printing an advertisement in the New York and San Francisco Wall Street 

Journal and the Chicago Journal of Commerce with a letter addressed to ‘gentlemen’, 

followed by a large page with the heading, ‘The American Market for the American 

Farmer’ [see Figs. 8 &9]. Without utilising images of cakes or eye-catching primary 

colours, the advertisement equated the success of the 13-egg Angel Food campaign with 

the rise of business for the ‘key man to Prosperity – the farmer’. Thus, with the advertising 

genius of General Mills, spearheaded by female spokeswoman Betty Crocker and aided by 

the cooperation of American bakers, the farmer would incidentally benefit through 

increased demand for dairy products. In the grip of the Great Depression, therefore, the 

company implemented a clever and multi-faceted advertising initiative that targeted 

producers (farmers), businesses (bakeries) and the household consumer (women). These 

advertisements, however, were curiously absent of the ‘stamp’ of Betty Crocker. Farmers 

and bakers perhaps did not warrant the use of ‘her’ signature or conversational anecdotes, 

but the ‘character’ of Betty Crocker would reach full fruition by 1936, when the company 

gave her a face to go alongside her voice. 

 

New York artist Neysa McMein was charged with the task of creating the first official 

portrait of Betty Crocker in 1936. This was no small task, given that Betty Crocker did not 

exist, but since the inception of her ‘character’ in the early 1920s, company executives had 

a clear image in their minds of the ‘type’ that Betty Crocker was to represent. Prior to 

McMein’s visualization of Crocker, other unofficial ‘Bettys’ had appeared on 

advertisements, depicting a homely, welcoming woman with close-cropped hair and a calm 
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and authoritative demeanour [see Fig. 10]. With McMein’s portrait, though, Betty Crocker 

was formalized: She wears a red suit dress with raised white collar, her skin is smooth and 

her cheeks (and lips) are rosy, her gaze is steady and her temples are streaked with gray, 

consistent with her desired age ‘somewhere around 38’ [see Fig. 11]. This image of Betty 

would come to define the brand, appearing as it did on future advertisements, as well as the 

offices of the Home Service Department [see Figs. 12 & 13]. As described by General 

Mills, ‘McMein’s rendition, with a classic red jacket and white collar, established a 

tradition for future portraits and remained the official Betty Crocker likeness for nearly 20 

years.’32 She came to be replaced by the red spoon logo that was adopted in 1955. 

However, for years the McMein portrait came to define what Betty Crocker stood for. As 

Mae Chestnut wrote of the painting, ‘[it] established her appearance and character for good 

and all. The company decreed that Betty Crocker must never be presented or impersonated 

in a way that would be in keeping [sic] with the definitely-lady-like portrait’. 

 

Two lesser-known paintings exist from the period, both of which depict the character 

differently [see Figs. 14 & 15]. In the first, McMein paints Betty in magenta, further 

adorning her with a double-stranded pearl necklace, as well as a gold bracelet and earrings, 

in a rendering that is doubly indicative of her position as a woman on the wealthier stratum 

of society. In the second, Betty wears a green dress (a radical departure from the red and 

pink), and is surrounded by accoutrements of the home (decorative plates and vases), and 

engaged in a domestic task (serving dinner). The wallpaper portrays small homes set 

amongst wilderness, giving the impression that, within the confines of the painting, the 

woman at the table is representative of the sanctuary of the domestic space. In 1986 Marcia 

Copeland (antecedent of Husted) logged information at the General Mills historical 

department: ‘It [the painting] is about a 3/4 portrait, unlike some of the others that we have 

seen. At this time, there are no known copies of this portrait in the Betty Crocker history 

file […] This portrait was never used in publication that I am aware of, I suspect because it 

shows Betty in something other than red and in a much softer, less formal pose.’33 Whilst 

retrospective, this memo reasserts that the much-publicised Betty Crocker was, first and 

foremost, an authoritative figure who was elevated to the status of national advisor on 

issues of nutrition and culinary arts by virtue of the success of General Mills in marketing 

her brand. Behind Betty, however, was the work of not one man, but an array of (mostly 

female) individuals whose work depended on propagation of the myth and the legend.  
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(Fig. 16) 1934 Betty Crocker testing room, General Mills Archives 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Fig. 17)  Home Service Department Employees, General Mills Archives 
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(Fig. 18)  List of Home Service Department employees, rear of photograph. 

 

(Fig. 19)  Home Service Department offices, General Mills Archives 
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(Fig. 20) List of ‘Home Service Talks’, General Mills Archives 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Fig. 21)  List of ‘Home Service Talks’, General Mills Archives 
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(Fig. 22) List of ‘Home Service Talks’, General Mills Archives 

 

(Fig. 23) Marjorie Husted photograph, 1940s – General Mills Archives 
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(Fig. 24) Aunt Jemima advertisement, 1939 available at!
http://vintageamericanadvertisements.blogspot.com/2013/06/1930s-aunt-jemima-ads.html   

[accessed 27th February 2019] 

 

(Fig. 25) Cooking School, Richmond, circa 1930s, General Mills Archives 
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‘The Work of Many Hands’: Betty Crocker as Corporate Figure  

 

In 1954, the Public Relations Department of General Mills described the history of the 

Betty Crocker brand as follows: ‘While the building of Betty Crocker has been the work of 

many hands, the triumph of Betty Crocker is a lasting tribute to the genius of Samuel C. 

Gale’.34 This statement is preceded with the heading, ‘THE MAN WHO GAVE SERVICE 

A SOUL’, further attributing the success of Betty Crocker to the persistent efforts of one 

man. This obscures a far more complex history, which reveals that, however involved 

Samuel Gale was in the development of Betty Crocker, the inner machinations of General 

Mills as related to Betty Crocker, were in fact carried out by an array of female 

professionals, comprising the Home Service Department. The ‘work of many hands,’ 

therefore, referred to the female employees of the General Mills Company, whose job it 

was to test the products and recipes and respond to the thousands of letters that poured in, 

in direct response to the Home Service Talks throughout the 1920s and 1930s. Photographs 

from the period provide a visual record of the service provided by women within the 

company. One image shows three women engaged in different stages of the baking 

process, alternately kneading dough in the process of baking bread (with Gold Medal Flour 

displayed prominently), another removing a baked cake from the oven, and the final 

woman depicted decorating other products in the background [see Fig. 16]. A small card 

on the back of this photograph reads, ‘1934 – Betty Crocker and staff move into new, 

modern kitchen with adjoining tasting-dining room – also adjoining office for clerical and 

creative work’, for the attention of Mae Chestnut. It is also stamped ‘General Mills 

Archives Public Relations Department’, indicating that this image was captured for 

publicity purposes, by way of demonstrating the veracity of ‘Kitchen-tested’ claims. In 

another, a group of ten Home Service Department employees, including Marjorie Husted 

and Mae Chestnut, are photographed around a dining table, with their names listed on the 

back of the photograph [see Figs. 17 & 18]. Outwith the test kitchens and stage dining 

rooms, the archives also house a photograph of women fulfilling the task of corresponding 

to letters addressed to Betty Crocker, dated 1934 [see Fig. 19]. Furthermore, one document 

provides details of ‘People Working on Radio’ during the period 1924-1948, which reveals 

that this was the work exclusively of female employees, whose names are listed in the right 

hand margins [see Figs 20, 21 & 22]. This file also demonstrates the sensational volume of 

letters that were received following the Home Service Talks, with figures steadily 

increasing throughout the Depression-era. Mae Chestnut wrote, ‘The Home Service staff 
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behind Betty Crocker was in a sense a miniature of the Home Service Department today,’ 

noting the five divisions as – administrative, radio, clerical, kitchen operation, mill and 

editorial.35 In 1936, Chestnut stated that General Mills employed ten ‘professional women’ 

and eleven secretarial workers.36 In this way, the Home Service Department was not 

dissimilar to the Disney corporation in the sense that women populated the Painting and 

Inking Department, tasked with adding layer upon layer of colour to individual cels in the 

animation process, as will be discussed in the following chapter. The looming presence of 

Samuel Gale, like Walt Disney, overshadowed the work of women professionals working 

underneath them in crucial roles.  

 

The centrality of Marjorie Husted to the Betty Crocker brand cannot be overstated. One 

image depicts Husted as the literal embodiment of the brand, her posture and styling 

emulating McMein’s Betty Crocker portrait [see Fig. 23]. One publicity article reads, 

‘Betty Crocker, of course, is Marjorie Child Husted, the director of the Home Service 

Department. It is her high standards and insistence that every menu, recipe and bulletin be 

the best that her staff can produce before it leaves the department that has accounted for 

the confidence that housewives of America have in what she says’.37 In a retrospective 

history of her service at General Mills, Husted detailed the stringent procedures that she 

implemented during her career:  

 

[…] I made a point of having five women in the Minneapolis and surrounding area who 
would be glad to try the recipes (before I gave them in my talks) and let me watch for a 
modest monthly fee. I chose one woman from an advantageous household who didn’t need 
to watch her food budget […] another woman who had a large family and was reasonably 
careful about her food planning – a third who had to be especially economical with her 
food…38 
 

Husted was concerned about issues of nutrition and economy and sought to provide a 

service that would genuinely help women, as well as contribute to the success of General 

Mills. As Susan Marks writes, ‘She parlayed her education and experience into a career 

that tapped into the needs, desires, and burdens of homemakers.’39 Husted’s greatest 

contribution to the Betty Crocker brand lay in her understanding of the importance of the 

Betty Crocker mailbag, and her radio talks which were hugely successful in the period. 

The performative aspect of these talks, as well as the content, will be explored at a later 
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stage. The immediate consequence of the success of the radio shows, from a business 

perspective, was the need of executives, such as Samuel Gale, to revise company policy 

regarding the legality of the personification of Betty Crocker. As the brand grew, so too 

did the company’s need to field speculation over the sincerity of their female authority on 

food. Following the success of the radio broadcasts, the company evidently received a 

sufficient quantity of letters noting the different intonations of ‘Betty Crocker’ voices to 

warrant a policy revisal/standardisation of response. Home Services employees were 

instructed to respond with: 

 

I cannot take time this morning for a long letter because registrations and other mail is 
coming faster than I can attend to it, but I surely do not want you to think us insincere in 
our work […] You will note from the postmark that you were correct in supposing me to 
be here in Minneapolis, but it is necessary for me to have representatives to give my talks 
in such places as my voice won’t carry.40 
 

In other words, the Home Service staff were to admit that more than one voice was 

responsible for delivering the Home Service Talks, but without insinuating that Betty 

Crocker was fictive. Should a member of the public ask for ‘her’ photograph, letters were 

to respond, ‘I am sorry that I must refuse, but the truth is that I simply never have my 

picture taken. I don’t know whether it is because I just naturally don’t like to sit and pose 

or whether it is the disappointment I feel sure would follow…,’ in what was clearly a ploy 

to both reinforce her existence and highlight the empathetic and self-deprecating aspects of 

her character.41 As the decade continued, the legality of the propagation of Betty Crocker 

as a real individual was examined. A 1938 company memo read:  

 

As I pointed out to you in our recent conversation, the name BETTY CROCKER is being 
used (1) as a trademark (2) as the title of certain syndicated news articles, and (3) as a 
personification of our Gold Medal Home Economics Department. Legally thee uses are 
more or less inconsistent with each other and we are now endeavouring to arrive at a 
policy which will make it possible to determine to what extent and in what manner the 
name BETTY CROCKER may be used, either as a trademark or as a title for syndicated 
articles, or as the name of the Home Economics Department.42 
 
 
In the years to follow, the company would demonstrate heightened commitment to the 

brand, as evinced in a 1944 Inter-department memorandum from Samuel Gale, stating, 

‘Because Betty Crocker is of such increasing importance in the current and forward 
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planning, I attach a summary-history recently prepared.’43The document concluded that the 

company would continue to expand the Betty Crocker brand, avoiding personification in 

areas other than testing, recipes and products display. However, the personification of 

Betty did continue. Responses in the first person continued, as shown in letters in the years 

following the 1938 company memo and investigation. Marks writes that, ‘‘No grand 

conspiracy cloaked Betty Crocker, nor did the milling company deliberately set out to 

deceive customers,’ however, a close examination of General Mills documents indicates 

that maintaining the illusion of Betty Crocker’s actuality was central to company policy. 

Betty Crocker, as a marketing tool, had proven to be exceptionally valuable, and it was in 

the interests of the continued success of General Mills for her ‘identity’ to be concealed. 

Ultimately, though, the targeted consumer of Betty Crocker was racialised as well as 

gendered. The ideal American homemaker was white, in an advertising policy that omitted 

ethnic diversity in its entirety. However this did not mean that race was entirely absent in 

the advertising landscape. Betty Crocker was in fact preceded by another icon of popular 

culture, whose representation had far darker consequences for black female 

contemporaries.  

 

Betty Crocker’s African American counterpart was Aunt Jemima, who pre-dated Crocker 

in the advertising world by some three decades.  Where Betty Crocker was a homemaker, 

however, this was not her profession – and nor was it the profession of her (predominantly 

white) female listeners/consumers. In contrast, Aunt Jemima is a domestic servant, as 

evinced in her representation on the famous pancake boxes she adorns: She wears a 

uniform, comprising a starched white apron, as unwavering as her beaming smile and 

checked bandana (see Fig. 24).  Aunt Jemima predates Betty Crocker, originating from the 

era of slavery, where the Mammy stereotype was created by way of diluting the horrors of 

the slave experience. As Deborah Gray-White writes, ‘The black women’s position at the 

nexus of America’s sex and race mythology has made it difficult for her to escape the 

mythology.’44 With the double burden of belonging to a supposedly inferior race and sex, 

African American women have faced a constant barrage of misrepresentation in popular 

culture. It was with the advent of modern advertising and mass-produced products that 
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Aunt Jemima would be unveiled, as both a relic of slavery and, ironically, a caricature to 

introduce Americans to modernity.45  

 

In 1889 Chris Rutt, who had recently acquired a flourmill with his partner Chris 

Underwood, found the answer to his marketing dilemma at a blackface minstrel show, 

during a song featuring ‘Aunt Jemima’.46 Aunt Jemima would become the ‘face’ of 

pancake mix, and would retain the title of Pancake Queen throughout the late twentieth and 

twenty-first century. A series of white males were therefore responsible for her creation 

(and proliferation). Immediately after the Civil War, white slavery apologists propagated a 

myth of the peculiar institution as one of white benevolence and a large, extended, multi-

racial ‘family’. Throughout Reconstruction, the Lost Cause mythology extended this, 

finding its greatest expression in the Jim Crow era through blackface minstrelsy, in which 

white men physically represented black females in stage and music performances. In 

modern advertising, men such as Chris Rutt and, later, James Young Webb, ensured that 

Aunt Jemima (and, concurrently) African American women working as domestic servants, 

would forever be associated with pancake mix and other household products.47  

 

Despite Aunt Jemima operating as a brand from 1889, it was with the purchase of R.T. 

Davis by Quaker Oats in 1926 that her mass-market appeal was secured. Like Betty 

Crocker, Quaker Oats gave Aunt Jemima a radio platform with the minstrel-style ‘Aunt 

Jemima Variety Happy Hour’ which broadcast from 1929 until the early 1950s, 

capitalising fully on the marketing potential of radio.48 Where Betty Crocker was an 

aspirational figure for white women, facilitating the homemakers’ capacity to excel in the 

kitchen with minimal fuss – an omnipresent ‘helping hand’ via the medium of General 

Mills, so too did Aunt Jemima, albeit in a derogatory fashion – as a product symbolising 

servitude: 

 

American advertisers supported the prevailing social ideology of the 1930s that woman 
belonged at home. American families could not afford domestic servants during the 
Depression, so Aunt Jemima continued to appear in American newspapers and magazines 
providing succor and nourishment to a nation under economic stress, the ever-happy cook 
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willing to assist the American housewife with feeding the family a meal that was 
inexpensive and easy to prepare.49 
 

 

Between 1910 and 1940, 1.75 million black people left the American South, as part of the 

Great Migration to northern cities in search of a better standard of living.50 The plethora of 

stock racist characters in the mainstream media did much to circumscribe the advancement 

of African Americans – and African American women, far more than their white 

counterparts, were required to work. For the majority, most work would be found in 

domestic service – by 1940, 60 percent of Black women in the labour force occupied jobs 

in this sector.51 As Melissa Wooten and Enobong Branch note, this was a sociological 

process that had been underway since the mid-nineteenth century as domestic work came 

to be defined by race:  

 

Changing standards for housewifery and expanding occupational opportunities challenged 
the social mechanisms that once led native and immigrant born white women to dominate 
domestic service (…) the institution of domestic service was maintained by valorizing, 
demonizing, and mythologizing particular laborers as (in) appropriate for domestic work. 
In doing so, the always gendered and increasingly racialized norms associated with 
domestic service were justified.52  
 

The commodification of black female labour was therefore cemented in the 1930s, as 

advertisers responded to (and produced) a product that sought to alleviate the concerns 

generated by the “servant crisis”, with African American women increasingly filling 

domestic servant positions.53 Alice A. Deck describes the white fetishism of black labour 

in this process:  

 

As most white American households could not actually afford a live-in cook, advertisers of 
certain processed foods engaged in commodity fetishism whereby the black cook’s face 
appeared on the box of pancake flour to suggest that she would be going home with the 
consumer as a spiritual guide during the cooking process […] The box of Aunt Jemima 
also serves as a cross-cultural fetish. It is a material object believed to bridge the span of 
time between the old plantation South and the modern North.54 
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As previously discussed, Marjorie Husted employed a similar time-travel concept to ‘sell’ 

Betty Crocker and her products to American women. However, linking modern 

homemakers with pioneer women was intended to be uplifting, associating contemporary 

women engaged in domestic tasks with the important (if unacknowledged) domestic 

activities of their foremothers. The perpetuation of ‘Mammy’, in the form of Aunt Jemima, 

by contrast, forever linked black female labour with a stereotype directly descended from 

slavery and a black female mythology which sought to curtail the societal and professional 

aspirations of African American women.55 As Krystal McMillen writes, ‘One of Aunt 

Jemima’s most significant abilities […] was her capacity to move from the slave quarters 

and the plantation kitchen to the tables of middle-class, white America.’56 Clearly, Aunt 

Jemima was intended to appeal to white consumers, confirming as she did black 

subservience. Indeed, one photograph labeled ‘circa 1930s’ from the General Mills 

Archives depicts African-American women working alongside white women at a Cooking 

School in Virginia [see Fig. 25]. It is clear that the African-American women are domestic 

servants whose job it is to assist the white Home Service employees in their 

demonstrations, illustrative of the very power dynamics at the heart of this advertising 

enterprise. In the context of the Great Depression and the world of advertising, this 

depiction of African-American women is troubling because it fractured popular discourses 

regarding women in the workplace, drawing as it did a specific link between Black women 

and domestic service. For white women, Betty Crocker was a positive and aspirational 

figure, but the same could not be said for Aunt Jemima who was rendered in negative 

terms, conditioning contemporaneous racial attitudes and locking African American 

women into domestic service roles in the popular imagination. 

 

The plethora of archival material detailing the identification of consumers with Betty 

Crocker stands in sharp contrast to the available evidence of African American responses 

to Aunt Jemima. Karen Cox discusses a 1937 campaign in which African Americans 

sought to have the bandana removed from Aunt Jemima’s head.57 Manring reinforces this, 

citing a 1932 survey of black consumers whose responses to a series of 1920s and 1930s 
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Aunt Jemima advertisements were deeply resentful.58 Advertisements were thus being used 

to reinforce a message of black female subordination, restricting the role of African 

American women to that of domestic helper, subservient to white employers. Behnken and 

Smithers describe this as a process whereby ‘racism became institutionalized in the 

American popular media.’59 Despite consumer surveys indicating black resentment, it 

would take a further fifty years for the ‘image’ of Aunt Jemima to be altered and for racial 

signifiers to be omitted. In describing Aunt Jemima’s 1989 metamorphosis, Marilyn Kern-

Foxworth argues that, in removing her bandana and adding pearl earrings and a lace collar, 

‘she looks more like a black Betty Crocker than the Aunt Jemima who has graced our 

breakfast tables for over a century’.60 Betty Crocker, too, underwent some revisions to her 

representation in 1996, when her portrait was re-commissioned, this time using the facial 

composites of seventy-five contest-winning American women in what was intended to be a 

more racially inclusive rendering of the icon.61 Ironically, then, as manufacturers and 

advertisers accepted that the overt racial overtones of Aunt Jemima had to be altered, 

General Mills sought, to some extent, to do the reverse to their long-time female food 

authority. Throughout the Depression decade, however, attempts to reduce overtly-racist 

advertising campaigns were quashed. It is instructive that throughout the period, two of the 

most famous and instantly-recognisable female figures in advertising were women – one 

black and one white, neither of whom existed. Both were the products of white 

imaginations, designed to reinforce white patriarchal societal codes. Aunt Jemima was by 

far the most damaging in terms of representation, as the synonymous nature of Black 

women in domestic work was promulgated across genres, specifically in film and fiction. 

Whilst these genres were overt in their portrayals, other industries such as an animation 

aligned with advertising executives in a process of ‘white-washing’, or promoting a vision 

of the world within the artistic space that featured white women only.  

 

 
‘Hello, everybody! Did you ever stop to think how often history has been made by 
food and cookery?’: Pioneer Women and Hollywood Stars in the Betty Crocker 
Service Program  
 

In a talk at a Women’s Club Meeting in Anoka, Minnesota, Husted introduced her listeners 

to the social history of food practices, describing it (somewhat romantically) as follows:  
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It is often said that “You can judge the state of a civilization of people by the food they 
eat.” From the days when the first cave woman roasted wild game over an open fire, down 
through the ages […] You can watch the ups and downs down to the pioneer days in our 
own country, when they got along with a few wooden and pewter dishes – ate with their 
knives – and used two-tined forks only for spearing food.62 

 

This excerpt is particularly interesting in the context of food studies. Here (and in the rest 

of her speech) Husted draws links between the health of the nation and women’s historic 

role of preparing food for their families. Avakian and Haber state that food studies allows 

the cultural historian to examine, ‘the relationship between women and food [that] can help 

us to understand how women reproduce, resist, and rebel against gender constructions as 

they are practiced and contested in various sites, as well as illuminate the contexts in which 

these struggles are located.’63 For the purposes of Husted’s talks and later, the Home 

Service radio broadcasts, the modern American homemaker was explicitly addressed as 

antecedents of the ‘pioneer women’ of the colonial era. In a speech the following year, 

Husted continued this theme:  

 

[…] no matter how she does it, a woman gets a thrill out of making a real contribution in 
the world. […] There is a great reawakening of the pioneer spirit. Our grandmothers and 
great grandmothers who helped their men conquer the new country were happy. They were 
too busy to be discontented. They knew they were needed. They had the satisfaction of 
feeling they contributed just as much as the men; sometimes even more.64 

 

Central to this approach was the belief that, in this time of national crisis, specific links 

should be drawn to other tumultuous periods in America’s history, by way of reassuring 

listeners the land over that prosperous times would return, and that, in the meantime, there 

was important (domestic) work to be carried out. Husted specifically conceived of the 

Depression as a war-like situation, stating, ‘we are in the front line trenches again. In the 

trenches of the war of depression, just as our grandmothers and great grandmothers were in 

the trenches of the conquest of a pioneer country.’65 She was not alone in this allusion: 

President Roosevelt, in his First Inaugural Address, famously called for civilians to 

‘[recognize] the old and permanently important manifestation of the American spirit of the 

pioneer’, whilst also alluding to the war-like crisis of the Depression with a series of 

militant phrases.66  
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In drawing a specific link between the pioneer women and 1930s homemakers, Husted 

hoped to imbue their domestic tasks with a noble purpose. Looking back at the ‘Early 

Years of Betty Crocker’, she reminisced, ‘We received letters that would have seemed 

tragic if they had not revealed such fine courage and optimism. They showed the brave 

spirit of their pioneer grandmothers who helped their men conquer a new country.’67 The 

sentimentality of these references, however, had a practical purpose: Husted recognized, at 

the beginning of her career, that modern appliances and convenience products (including 

the standardisation of flour pushed by General Mills) required careful marketing. Indeed, 

the ‘abundance’ of food in the American market, unlike anything that had been 

experienced by pioneer women, necessitated the promotion of nutritional and economizing 

benefits to increase the likelihood of the female buyer purchasing that brand.68 

Accordingly, Husted produced a series of talks in the late 1930s that continued these 

themes that she had been discussing for more than a decade. Her ‘Early American Talks’ 

were created in direct response to consumer correspondence, which had requested ‘old-

time dishes’ with historical associations.69 In the broadcast that followed, a clear pattern 

was evident:  

 

I figure that we have had at least 200 years of truly American cooking and now we have 
accumulated knowledge of all the good cooks since the first women from other lands 
stepped off the old sailing vessels onto American shores […] What artists those women 
were! They used the things at hand; and with their vision and resourcefulness, helped built 
a nation with their good food. 
[…] 
And to celebrate this feast from the past, we are having today a Calico party – with Calico 
place cards – calico prizes – and refreshments in Calico colours and designs. Our cake is 
called SPRIGGED CALICO CAKE. Doesn’t that sound nice and old-timey? 
[…] 
In the old days, a woman never knew whether any two batches of flour she got from the 
neighbourhood mill would act alike […] But these days, if you use SOFTASILK, you can 
know that we do all this experimenting for you in the GOLD MEDAL KITCHEN.70 
 

 

First, Husted established a tradition of female cooking that began with the colonisation of 

America. Second, she introduced the recipe that would be the focus of the day’s talk. 

Lastly, she described the advantageous position of modern homemakers, compared to their 

forebears, in having superior products such as those produced by General Mills. This 
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formula was utilised in all of the Betty Crocker broadcasts, in what was evidently a 

popular format for listeners and homemakers. In a recipe for ‘Old-Time Butter Semmels’, 

Husted (and then one of the Betty Crocker radio actresses) voiced that, ‘It is fun, isn’t it, to 

find old-fashioned recipes and stories of long ago customs. They give us the most 

fascinating glimpses into history. And they certainly reveal the fact that the women of this 

country helped to make that history.’71 Regardless of the commercial impetus for these 

broadcasts, Husted’s approach is fascinating in its acknowledgement of the role played by 

women in American history, which had been omitted from accounts of history. This is 

made most explicit in one talk, which deserves to be quoted in full:  

 

Today I’m going to talk about simple desserts that came over on the Mayflower. School 
children learn that a brave little band of pilgrims moored their ship, the Mayflower, just off 
Plymouth Rock in December, 1620. And perhaps they learn that it was largely through the 
help of the friendly Indians that this group was able to live through the cruel hardships of 
that first winter […] But I don’t believe school children are taught that it was through the 
skill and resourcefulness of the Pilgrim women, that the 55 survivors of that first group 
lived through the second winter – and remained as the first permanent colony in the New 
World. 
 
[…] 
 
I believe we modern homemakers have a great deal in common with the housewives of 
those first days in America. They had to make the best of what they could get – and isn’t 
that true of us today, also?72 

 

 

The ‘Early America’ series, therefore, drew a direct link between the pioneer women of 

colonial and war-ravaged America, and encouraged female consumers to take pride in this 

heritage and to reap the benefits of products carried by General Mills in their modern 

homemaking. Husted stated in a company report that ‘the series this year has probably 

taken more research and study than almost any other series I have done,’ before noting that 

the response had been ‘very gratifying’, resulting in requests from Home Economics 

teachers and ‘women who seem to have been genuinely thrilled at getting the real old-time 

recipes in our modern perfected form’.73 Husted, however, also recognised that the popular 

appetite for celebrity culture was insatiable. This, too, was to form the basis of the Betty 

Crocker Service Program in a notable departure from the ‘pioneer spirit’ of the ‘Early 

America’ talks. 
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Husted in her retrospective account of her career, wrote, ‘I realised that apart from 

mentioning the stars in the Lux radio theatre in their popular evening broadcasts, no one 

had really tried to find out how the stars felt about their lives. So I proposed to my 

company that I go to Hollywood and get some interviews from some of the better-known 

stars.’74 This, she did, by forging her own contacts with publicists in Hollywood with a 

series of visits, during which time Husted interviewed stars with notable largesse such as 

Cary Grant, Clark Gable and Joan Crawford. In a 1934 broadcast, entitled “A 

Thanksgiving Dinner By A Star – JEAN PARKER,’ the lure of Hollywood starlets can be 

discerned most prominently. Two-thirds of the talk was comprised of information about 

the star, including the set visited during the interview: 

  

We found them taking an outdoor scene. It was supposedly a street in the heart of New 
York and there were the little shops along the street […] They even had the children 
playing on the street, just as you see them in the Greenwich Village district of New York. I 
could hardly believe I hadn’t been suddenly transported there. But the California sun was 
shining overhead and there were Jimmie Dunn and Jean Parker and Una Merkel to remind 
me it really was Hollywood.75 

 

Here, the Betty Crocker Radio Talk diverges from recipes and discussions of the nation’s 

culinary traditions, and instead describes the Hollywood studios, assuming the identity of 

the homemaker offering a ‘behind-the-scenes’ preview. In this way, Husted participated in 

(and reproduced in her series) the Hollywood publicity machine. Susan Marks persuasively 

argues that Hollywood was, in fact, the perfect backdrop for ‘Betty Crocker’ (Husted), in 

that there was the land in which nothing was quite as it seemed.76  

 

The Hollywood series also illuminates the artifice that characterised both the Betty 

Crocker brand and the studios themselves. Performance was central to the enterprise of 

General Mills, and it is little wonder that Husted was able to craft talks that made the lure 

of Hollywood relatable to the predominantly female listeners of the Home Service 

broadcasts. In the Thanksgiving interview with Jean Parker, Husted connects the ‘girlishly 

sweet and wholesomely charming’ personality of the starlet with the character portrayal 

that had increased her star power: Beth March, from Louisa May Alcott’s Little Women 

(1865), translated onto silver screen in 1934.77 Like Melanie Wilkes’s in Mitchell’s Gone 
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With the Wind (1936), Beth is frail and unable to survive amidst societal turbulence and ill 

health. However, both characters are deemed to personify traditional female values that are 

celebrated and, indeed, lauded, in critical commentaries and, indeed, in the Betty Crocker 

radio broadcast:  

 

Then I asked whether she was interested in home life, in taking care of a home, cooking 
etc. […] She was full of the youthful, over-bubbling enthusiasm, girls of her age often 
display for their very-own, first housekeeping treasures! And she said how often she got up 
and got the breakfasts, or got dinners. When I expressed surprise, she said, “Oh, I love to 
cook!” And when we got to talking about favorite dishes, I was sure she did, for she was 
able to tell me about recipes like a veteran housekeeper.78 

 

Jean Parker therefore, like her character Beth, embodies a ‘homeliness’ that was especially 

appealing to Husted in her efforts to render Hollywood starlets relatable to listeners, and to 

encourage emulation of recipes and, by default, brand loyalty. Descriptions of Jean 

Parker’s appearance, character, experiences in Hollywood and personal tastes and 

predilections far outweighed the space afforded to the recipe. Only 30% of the broadcast 

describes the dish – ‘Roast Chicken California Style’, while the remainder is concerned 

primarily with the star. Hollywood gossip was clearly prominent in Husted’s mind as the 

area most likely to pique the interest of listeners. However this was only one facet of the 

‘human interest’ angle that Husted recognised and promoted, which also fed specifically 

on ‘women’s concerns’, which Marks’ notes, predated Dear Abby (and other) 

manifestations of Agony Aunt columns.79 The Betty Crocker brand, therefore, operated by 

incorporating different elements of popular culture: she was, all at once, a radio star, home 

economist/food authority, agony aunt, and commentator on Hollywood. Betty’s role as an 

Agony Aunt and confident calls to mind Nathaneal West’s Miss Lonelyhearts (1933), in 

which the title character is revealed to be a male writer working at a newspaper, with 

aspirations to write a gossip column. In the interim, his job is to respond to tortured letters 

from a variety of (mostly female) ‘types’:  

 

Tomorrow, in his column, he would ask Broken-hearted, Sick-of-it-all, Desperate, 
Disillusioned-with-tuberculosis-husband and the rest of his correspondents to come here 
and water the soil with their tears. Flowers would then spring up, flowers that smelled of 
feet.80 
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In his parody of popular culture and, specifically, newspapers and publications boasting 

mass circulation, West uses a thoroughly domestic metaphor to describe correspondents: 

‘[…] most days he received more than thirty letters, all of them alike, stamped from the 

same dough of suffering with a heart-shaped cookie knife’.81 What is more, Miss 

Lonelyhearts’ girlfriend, the most traditional and gendered character in the novella, is 

either pointedly or incidentally called Betty. She represents warmth, tenderness and safety, 

in a work otherwise characterized by violence and degeneration. Betty, we are told, ‘had 

accepted him and they had planned their life after marriage, his job and her gingham apron, 

his slippers beside the fireplace and her ability to cook,’ in a passage clearly designed to 

configure Betty as the female ideal in terms of domesticity.82 Later, Betty’s identity is 

diluted further still:  

 

He begged the party dress to marry him, saying all the things it expected to hear, all the 
things that went with the strawberry sodas and farms in Connecticut. He was just what the 
party dress wanted him to be: simple and sweet, whimsical and poetic, a trifle collegiate 
yet very masculine [my emphasis].83 

 

West’s repetition of ‘the party dress’ indicates that Betty is designed as little more than a 

satiric figure, parodying the homely and domestic ‘type’ flouted in contemporaneous 

advertising and publications. Within the confines of the text, her role is to buffer the other, 

emotionally wrought female characters whose problems feature in the newspaper’s weekly 

column. Husted’s task was not dissimilar to the male protagonist in Miss Lonelyhearts, 

described by Rita Barnard as, ‘to write advertising copy for life itself: to translate the 

letters of his clients into tales of satisfied customers’.84 Miss Lonelyhearts correspondents, 

like the many thousands of loyal Betty Crocker followers, were unaware that the recipient 

of their letters was not who they were led to believe. Both the newspaperman and officials 

at General Mills relied on a female figurehead, whose identity was obscured, to win the 

confidences of the consumer for commercial purposes. Robert Wexelblatt asserts that, ‘It is 

West’s mastery of the cliché that earns him a title as a poet of mass culture,’ noting the 

writer’s innate ability to strike at the heart of consumer impulses that drove popular culture 

in the 1930s.85 Ultimately, though, West’s novella and the General Mills company policy 

concerning the Betty Crocker brand share the same purpose: both the male columnist and 
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the corporation, in utilising a female Agony Aunt figure, seek to maximise sales for the 

newspaper and milling company, respectively. Their true identities are obscured in this 

process in order to generate a mass response, thus enabling their companies to consolidate 

consumer data for future advertising campaigns. That said, in spite of this deliberate 

deception, the company did strive to provide a useful service to their customers. It was the 

work of Husted to craft a message to American homemakers that simultaneously promoted 

General Mills products and educated women on the specific, domestic role they could 

fulfill in service to their nation.  
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Chapter 2: Representations of Women in 1930s Animation 
 

 

The field of animation flourished in 1930s America, as animators experimented with new 

techniques and innovations that established the medium in American popular culture. At 

the beginning of the decade, Americans were familiar with theatrical animated shorts 

produced by companies such as Warner Bros, the Fleisher Studio and Walt Disney. During 

this so-called ‘Golden Age of Animation,’ the mass popularity of characters such as 

Mickey Mouse and Betty Boop led to a veritable industry of ‘character reels’ in a serial 

format. The ‘comics’ industry emerged simultaneously, expanding the ‘funnies’ – comic 

strips included in newspapers, to create superhero characters whose exploits were 

developed on a weekly basis for eager consumers. The fact that both the animation and 

comic industry reached full fruition in the Depression era is especially noteworthy given 

that economic hardship necessitated frugality for most families. The immense popularity of 

comic books, alongside the vast commercial success of both Disney’s short reels and, 

specifically, his first feature-length animation, Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs (1937), 

as well as the earliest comic books, attests to the consumers’ willingness to part with hard-

earned dollars in order to purchase, participate in and experience the many forms of 

animation on offer.  

 

Foremost among the multitude of characters that sprang onto the cultural landscape 

throughout the decade was Disney’s Snow White and DC Comics’ Lois Lane in 1939 with 

the introduction of the Superman comic books, launching her long career in animation. 

Although seemingly polarised characters, designed for different audiences, much unites the 

Disney heroine with the plucky newspaperwoman. Both were the products of male-

dominated industries where each ‘cel’ or strip had to be approved by male executives.  

This chapter explores the traditional message regarding working women that emerges in 

both Disney’s Snow White and the Superman comics that, in many ways, sets the tone for 

female characterisation within the genre for decades to come. Disney’s Snow White is 

stripped of the free will exhibited in European versions of the fairytale, instead rendering 

her entirely passive, fulfilled only through the completion of domestic tasks. In contrast, 

while Lois Lane is afforded access into the world of work and a career she, unlike her 

Disney counterpart, is portrayed negatively. This chapter shows that where Snow White 

performed a pedagogical role, conditioning the audience to accept traditional gender roles, 

so too does Lois Lane – in the earliest Superman editions, she is repeatedly schooled in 
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female subjugation. After she tries several deceptive tactics to outmanoeuvre her male 

colleagues, the superiority of masculinity is reinforced as she is rescued by the hero. Even 

in the newest and most technologically advanced of industries, therefore, a specific and 

conservative commentary on gender roles is clear.  

 

In the 1930s, animation was a field dominated by men in general and by one man in 

particular – Walt Disney. Disney’s personal vision of the world has shaped animation in 

the United States profoundly but it is only in recent years (and after his death) that the 

gendered message of Disney films has been redressed. Another, less reactionary version 

has emerged in the past decade, whereby the traditional and conservative paradigm for 

female behaviour (concerned primarily with marriage) has been replaced with alternative 

models, such as female solidarity and personal fulfilment. Where Snow White and 

Cinderella (1952) clearly propagated a social message for women exulting the benefits of 

domesticity as the appropriate realm for women, in recent years, with films such as Brave 

(2012), Frozen (2013) and Moana (2016), female empowerment has been paramount, 

removing, in the process, marriage and domesticity as the ultimate ‘goal’ to which women 

should aspire.1  

 

Richard Pells, noting the profound popularity of the Disney Studios in the decade, writes 

that, ‘his cartoon shorts and full-length extravaganzas were neither harmless 

entertainments nor satiric commentaries on modern society […] [and] they expressed a 

profoundly conservative view of the world.’2 Within this conservative view, Disney sent a 

clear message to his female audience: Much like in the quasi-feudal tales of the original 

European fairy tales of his inspiration, his ‘heroines’ should find happiness in a patriarchal 

society, as guardians of home and hearth. Snow White performed a pedagogical function 

for its 1930s audience, emphasising the importance of hard work, organized primarily by 

gender. Previous discussions of 1930s culture have seen fit to discuss the impact of 

Disney’s theatrical short animations such as The Grasshopper and the Ant (1934) and The 

Three Little Pigs (1933) – focusing on how these short reels positively engaged with and 
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elevated popular discussions of hard work and perseverance in times of hardship.3 Shifting 

the emphasis, I argue that an examination of Snow White and the conditions of the Disney 

workplace is even more instructive in trying to fully understand popular attitudes toward 

working women in the decade. Disney applied his notions of appropriate gender roles into 

the hierarchy of the Disney Studios, as will be discussed.  
 

The Wicked Queen’s magic mirror is integral to the imagery of Snow White. Indeed, much 

of the critical engagement of both animation features and comic books discusses mirrors 

and the idea of distortion. Amy Davis, describes the ‘imperfect mirror’ of the Disney 

corpus in its depiction of social relations, and Bradford Wright describes the world of 

comics books as a ‘fun house mirror of life’.4 In both formats, then, the animated world 

bears enough relation to ‘real’ life that it can be enjoyed and evoke empathy in its 

consumers – but it is also thoroughly ‘removed’ from reality, by virtue of it being an 

entirely artificial product, in comparison to, say, a documentary photograph – that relies on 

a unique visual format, and the juxtaposition of text (or speech) and image. What is 

important here is that within the medium of animation social and cultural observations can 

be discerned that, by their popularity and dissemination, filtered into the American 

consciousness, adding to a popular discourse virtually obsessed with gender and social 

responsibility. Unlike Snow White, the ‘heroine’ of DC comics Superman series, Lois 

Lane, is granted admission into the male-dominated workplace of newspapers. She is a 

more ambiguous character than Snow White, in that she displays, in the initial Action 

Comics series, a professional ‘gumption’ that would be denied her in later renderings, as 

her career steadily gave way to the acquisition of house and husband (Superman). That 

said, the purpose of this chapter’s meditation on Lois Lane is to demonstrate that, within 

these initial comic books dating from the late Depression years, the creators’ established 

gender tropes that were both thoroughly conservative in tone (like Disney), but also 

offered a vision of women in the workplace that was not complimentary. The comics, 

therefore, are examined as another site of gender contestation whereby Lois is conceived 

as a mercenary worker, whose ‘lesson’, formulaically, is to come to terms with the 

intellectual and physical superiority of both her male colleagues and, more specifically, 

Superman.  
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‘Whistle While You Work’: Propagating Domesticity in Walt Disney’s Snow White 
and the Seven Dwarfs (1937)  

 
On December 21st 1937, Walt Disney Productions made cinematic history with the premier 

of Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs. An instant commercial success, when Snow White 

and the Seven Dwarfs (hereafter Snow White) is adjusted for inflation, it ranks among the 

top 10 highest-grossing feature films of all time.5 At the 11th Academy Awards ceremony 

in 1939, 10-year-old Shirley Temple presented Walt Disney with one honorary Oscar 

statuette and seven mini replicas in celebration of both the technological achievement and 

also the creation of one of the decade’s best-loved motion picture films. Disney’s first 

feature-length technicolour film was a labour of love – but also a creative pursuit which 

consumed the life of the animation pioneer, alongside those of his dedicated staff. 

 

Lawrence Levine, in his highly influential The Unpredictable Past (1993), referred to 

Disney’s earlier, award-winning 1930s animations – Three Little Pigs (1933) and The 

Grasshopper and the Ants (1934), as what he considered exemplary cultural products 

pertaining to the decade’s preoccupation with hard work.6 Curiously absent from this 

discussion of 1930s culture is Disney’s Snow White, a film which meditates at even greater 

length on the merits of industriousness, as indicated in the popular song, ‘Whistle While 

You Work’. In the lengthy scene featuring this song, Snow White sings the melody and, 

with the help of a cohort of amorphous woodland animals, cleans the cottage inhabited by 

the dwarfs. Prior to this domestic scene, Snow White’s first appearance depicts her 

engaged in another domestic task – cleaning the courtyard grounds within the confines of 

the castle, dressed in Cinderella-esque rags.  

 

Snow White does, in fact, spend the vast majority of her conscious screen-time cleaning or 

encouraging the dwarfs to modify their personal hygiene, as emphasised in one eight-

minute scene, during which the dwarfs sing the ‘Bluddle-uddle-um Dum (Washing Song)’ 

at Snow White’s behest: 

 

Ya douse an souse/Ya rub and scrub/Ya sputter and splash all over the tub/You may be 
cold and wet when your done/But ya gotta admit it's good clean fun. 
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From the very beginning, Disney clearly demarcates the spatial limitations of his 

characters: Where Snow White’s tuneful domestic tasks take place within the confines of 

the home, the viewer’s first introduction to the seven dwarfs makes clear the gendered 

difference in the respective characters’ daily routines. In ‘Heigh Ho’, the dwarfs sing, 

‘Heigh-ho, heigh-ho/ It’s home from work we go,’ as they leave the diamond mines and 

venture back to their woodland abode. In these consecutive scenes, Disney clearly 

delineates what he considers the appropriate ‘working’ spheres for men and women.  

 

Here, Disney made one seemingly innocuous plot change from the Brothers’ Grimm 

version of the tale, “Snow Drop”, collected in Kinder-und Hausmärchen (1812), wherein 

the cottage is described as ‘small but as neat and clean as could be.’7 In his decision to 

portray the cottage with a distinct layer of grime, Disney made the meticulously clean 

Snow White indispensable to the bachelor-dwarfs.8 In both versions, Snow White is 

deemed the most suitable candidate to maintain household order. In Märchen, we are told: 

 

Then the dwarfs said, “Will you look after our house – cook, make the beds, wash, sew and 
knit, and keep everything neat and clean? If so you shall stay with us and want for 
nothing.” 
‘Yes,’ said Snowdrop, ‘with all my heart’; and she stayed with them and kept the house in 
order.9 
 

Disney continued this gendered motif of labour that he found most appealing in his first 

feature-length animation. As Eleanor Byrne and Martin McQuillan argue, ‘Domesticity, 

the ‘great discovery’ of the bourgeois age, is first ‘discovered’ in Disney’s first animated 

film, Snow White, as a discourse that Disney is really at home with.’10 Within Disney’s 

envisioning of the perfect domestic realm, Snow White’s harmony with the wild animals 

of the forest is made explicit, to dual purpose. First, to continue a pattern well-established 

in Disney productions of anthropomorphising animals for the joy of viewers and, second, 

to suggest the ‘natural’ process at work. It is only ‘natural’, therefore, that Snow White 

enlists the help of the forest creatures, seeing as it is only natural that she assumes the 

primary role in the domestic tasks themselves. As David Whitley discusses in his 

examination of nature in Disney feature films, a particular kind of magic is at work here, 

whereby Disney fuses popular contemporary discussions of ‘the War on Dirt’ and 

domestic science with the quasi-medieval setting of the tale. As he notes, over one sixth of 
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the running time is concerned with cleaning and hygiene, every moment of which is 

accompanied by a catchy song and seemingly ecstatic characters. Snow White, as the 

leader of this domestic workspace, and as viewed through this contemporaneous lens, thus 

assumes a pedagogical role to the child-viewers (and, one assumes, their accompanying 

mothers) as to the ways in which ‘good’ women can most effectively utilise their time. As 

Whitley concludes: 

 

She [Snow White] has many of the core values of adult society and acts as a sentimentally 
idealized role model, especially for girls. Hence her unfussy, but more fastidious, attitude 
towards dust may be taken to be instructive. She is what children will grow into.11 

 

And it is chiefly for this reason that one can understand why this tale held such an appeal 

for Walt Disney, who, described “Snow Drop” as “a perfect story”.12 In taking the Brothers 

Grimm classic and adapting it for a modern American audience, Disney became part of 

(and, indeed, came to monopolize) a long line of male fairytale cultivators.13 Following in 

the tradition of Charles Perrault and Wilhelm and Jacob Grimm, Disney exposed his 

Depression-era audience to the enchantments of the fairy-tale – but this time with his own 

authorial and artistic stamp. As Jack Zipes has argued, ‘the [fairy] tales were scripted 

according to male dictates or fantasies,’ obscuring (in the case of the Grimms’ collection) 

the important role played by women in the oral tradition of their telling.14 Like the male 

antecedents of the fairy tale before him, Disney’s appropriation of the genre at this 

historical moment brought with it cultural implications. As Zipes notes, ‘It is the 

interaction of writer, publisher, and audience within a given society that makes for the 

definition of the genre in any given epoch’.15  

 

In 1930s America, therefore, Disney identified both the timeless appeal of the feudal 

classic “Snow-Drop”, with the artistic opportunities made possible by his animation studio. 

Disney recognised his debt to his literary forebears, as indicated in the opening montage of 

Snow White, which depicts a clearly identifiable ‘fairytale’ storybook being opened, by 

way of introducing the tale in print with the lines, ‘Once upon a time […]’ (see Fig. 5). 

Another important disjunction between the printed tale and the animated version is that, in 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
11 Whitley, The Idea of Nature in Disney animation p. 32 
12! Michael J. Barrier, The Animated Man: A Life of Walt Disney (Oakland: University of California Press, 
2007) p. 102 
13 Davis, Good Girls & Wicked Witches p. 13;Jack Zipes, The Irresistible Fairy Tale: The Cultural and 
Social History of a Genre (Princeton University Press: Oxford, 2012) p. 105 
14 Jack Zipes, When Dreams Came True: Classical Fairy Tales and Their Traditions (New York: Routledge, 
1999) p. 7  
15 Zipes, When Dreams Came True p. 22 



! 73!

the latter, Disney asserts his ownership of the story in the title, renaming it Disney’s Snow 

White, in a formulation that became characteristic of the Disney Studio’s marketing 

strategy and business model of total merchandising.16  

 

Although Disney critics have lamented the anesthetic quality of Disney’s fairy-tale 

renderings, beginning with Snow White, the chief characteristic of the fairytale genre 

remains constant in its literary and cinematic portrayal. In both the eighteenth-century 

fairytale and in the Disney animated feature, patriarchy is unchallenged. As N. J. Girardot 

maintains, ‘[…] Kinder-und Märchen in general reflect an idealized feudal society where 

patrilocal marriage is the rule’.17 In other words, the very elements which ensured the 

popularity and cultural hegemony of Märchen in the nineteenth-century, was to prove just 

as appealing to the wizard of animation and, one must assume, to his captivated American 

audience. As Zipes notes, in this way the Grimms can be considered, ‘his [Disney’s] 

ancestor, for he preserves and carries on many of their benevolent attitudes toward 

women’.18 Like the Grimms, the formula of the ‘Classic’ Disney years, beginning with 

Snow White and culminating with Cinderella (1952), heralds above all else passivity and 

temperate personalities in their title female characters. The ‘happily ever after’ ending is 

thus restricted to women or – more specifically – adolescent girls who faithfully adhere to 

this mandate. In this way, Disney’s heroines are closely aligned with those of the Grimms’ 

collection in that ‘most of the female protagonists are beautiful, passive, and industrious’.19 

But Disney goes one step further than the Grimms – because his heroines are static: he is 

drawn to virtually the same, lifeless female characters in the animated fairy tales of his 

conception. Kay Stone observed that whilst in the 220 stories that comprised the Kinder-

und Märchen, where, ‘most of them [the heroines] run the gamut from mildly abused to 

severely persecuted,’ the variation of the heroines’ fate in the Grimms’ tales is all but 

obliterated in the Disney offerings, with his heroines ‘barely alive’ by comparison.20 In the 

context of the Great Depression, Disney’s very particular portrayal of womanhood thus 

becomes an important site wherein issues of gender and, specifically, roles for women, are 
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acted out.21 As in later decades, the passivity of Disney’s heroines – as instigated with 

Snow White, renders them an important source when considering the probable impact on 

the female audience when exposed to these characters as a cultural norm.  

 

Like the literary fairy tales of the previous century, Disney’s Snow White can be viewed as 

performing a social function, in its teaching of appropriate gender roles.22 And, as has been 

said, there is little radical change in the two modes of telling. Citing feminist theory in the 

fairytale genre, Shawn Jarvis argues that, ‘the Kinder-und Hausmärchen were designed to 

acculturate children and women into roles and models of behavior patriarchy wanted to 

maintain’.23 Indeed, it was this neatly gender-divided society found within the fairytale 

volumes that so attracted Disney. As he said, ‘ “I thought it a perfect story”’.24 Perfect, one 

can assume, in its rigidity of gender roles – and more perfect, still, in its emphasis on the 

importance of domestication. To this end, Disney’s version contained one important 

structural change, necessary to enhance (or update) the notion of romantic love. In “Snow-

Drop”, the Prince arrives only toward the end of the tale, seeing Snow-Drop for the first 

time in her glass coffin:  

 

Then he said to the dwarfs, ‘Let me have the coffin; I will give you whatever you like for 
it.  
But they said, ‘We will not give it up for all the gold of the world.’  
Then he said, ‘Then give it to me as a gift, for I cannot live without Snow Drop to gaze 
upon; and I will honour and reverence it as my dearest treasure. [my emphasis]25 
 

In this passage, Snow Drop is viewed as a commodity through the repetition of the word 

‘it’ alongside that of ‘gift’ and ‘treasure’. She is, in fact, only mentioned once by name, 

which, with the persistent use of the possessive nouns, evince the notion that women are 

conceived of as bartering tools, on a par with gold and treasure that could be traded easily 

amongst men. Byrne and McQuillan note that the glass coffin itself could be considered as 

somewhat of a ‘display cabinet,’ in that its sleeping occupant is ensconced within it for the 

eyes of the world around her.26 
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In Disney’s Snow White, however, the Prince is one of the first characters to be introduced. 

As Snow White cleans the castle, made to dress in rags by the wishes of her Stepmother, 

the Prince rides by as she sings, ‘I’m Waiting for my one true love’. Upon hearing this, the 

Prince falls in love – and so begins their romance. Snow White’s meetings with the Prince 

bookend the action of the film, with the effect that the Prince underscores the patriarchal 

lens through which the original story and animated version are conceived. In the Prince’s 

marriage to Snow White, Karen Rowe notes this to be: ‘[…] the culminating event in most 

folktales and in life, [and] marriage more importantly displays the victory of patriarchal 

culture itself, since the female receives her reward for tailoring personal behavior to 

communal norms’.27 

 

Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar’s important literary feminist study, The Madwoman in the 

Attic (1979) discusses at length the ‘glass coffin of the male authored text’ that female 

writers and readers must penetrate in order to fully comprehend the patriarchal impetus and 

organisation of literary products.28 Their choice of this imagery is significant, as it clearly 

draws on the symbolism of Märchen and other tales. Gilbert and Gubar’s theory, 

moreover, can be extended to Disney’s Snow White, as the creator’s possessive by name, 

coupled with the positioning of the Prince at the beginning and the end of the animated 

version, serves only to reinforce the very point that these theorists make. Thus, in 

identifying the male-centeredness of the tale and Disney’s feature, the critic can look past 

the surface of the story and critically engage with the message it offers.  

 

The neat gender construction of ‘Snow-Drop’ and Snow White was not solely the product 

of the fairy-tale page on the silver screen: Disney also made it a reality in his workplace. A 

1938 celluloid handbook for potential Disney employees stated that: 

 

All inking and painting of celluloids, and all tracing done in the Studio, is performed 
exclusively by a large staff of girls known as Inkers and Painters. This work, exacting in 
character, calls for great skill in the handling of pen and brush. This is the only department 
in the Disney Studio open to women artists.29 
 

In other words, the work deemed by the Disney studios to be ‘exacting in character’, 

effectively divided labor along gendered lines – and not only that, but by assigning the 

most creative and challenging work to men, and the banal, monotonous ‘inking’ tasks to 
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women. Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs required 250,000 paintings for each “cel” of 

film, and this painstaking work was completed by an army of women, most of whom 

expressed delight and excitement to just be a part of such a momentous artistic 

endeavour.30 Disney’s insistence on the gendered division of labor was not unusual in this 

period but it is significant that beneath every frame of the film, lay thousands upon 

thousands of brushstrokes made by women, working and living during the Great 

Depression in the burgeoning field of animation.31 It is significant that the real-life 

working women behind the Disney enterprise contradicted the conservative model for 

feminine behaviour promulgated in the film and the very existence of this largely-female 

team points to the importance of women in the creative workforce at a time when their 

employers (Disney among them) may have belittled their efforts. Thus, alongside the 

creative vision of Disney himself must be added the efforts of the many female employees, 

much like the efforts of the Home Service Department under the direction of Sam Gale in 

the Betty Crocker machinery. As well as the 1930s cultural influences which led to 

Disney’s Snow White as we know her - part Hollywood golden-era starlet, part ‘girl-next-

door’ and part ‘silent-movie flapper’ – or even, a more modern and demure Betty Boop 

figure – the fashions and flavours of 1930s America, along with the careful paintwork of 

real 1930s American women of the period, combined to give Disney – and the American 

public – their first and much-loved princess-heroine. 

 

To this end, it is with Snow White that we can discern a pattern in representations of 

femininity that was to continue at the Disney factory throughout the twentieth century. 

With Snow White, Disney remodeled the heroine of European fairytales as a quasi-

medieval princess-turned-housekeeper whose joy in domestic tasks transcended time and 

place. As Amy Davis states, ‘it is within the most constructed of all moving images of the 

female form – the heroine of the animated film – that the most telling aspects of Woman as 

the subject of Hollywood iconography […] [that] ideas of American womanhood are to be 

found’.32 In her study, Davis seeks to understand the extent to which Disney films reflect 

wider attitudes about women. Ultimately, the contemporaneous (and continued) popularity 

of the Disney corpus, Snow White foremost among them, attests to its cultural importance. 

Disney must have recognised with ‘Snow-Drop’ and, later, with Cinderella and Sleeping 

Beauty, that these tales contained traditional, domestic-oriented messages that would hold 

some appeal for his 1930s audience (as well as concurring decades). And he was not 
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wrong. By 1939, Snow White had netted Disney and RKO, the company’s distributor, 

seven million dollars, far surpassing the profitability of any other sound film until the 

release of David O. Selznick’s Gone With the Wind (1939).33 In his case, then, Disney’s 

conception of the “perfect story”, and his Americanisation of the European classic, 

definitively struck a chord with American audiences.34 As had been proven with The Three 

Little Pigs and The Grasshopper and the Ant, American viewers wanted a positive outlook, 

a strong moral message and an affirmation of the merits of hard work and – most of all – a 

happy ending.35 Santiago Solis, in his recent examination of Snow White, summarised the 

continued popularity of the tale and film as follows; ‘“Snow White” continues to be a 

popular fairy tale because it perpetuates sexual and bodily ideals that the mainstream 

values and sustains.’36 These feminine qualities were mapped out with Snow White, and 

repeated formulaically at the Disney studios with later films, each time securing an even 

bigger fan base and ensuring Disney’s imprint on the American cultural landscape. In 

Disney’s first feature-length film, he gave the American public a thoroughly conservative 

portrayal of how he thought the world should operate in relation to gender roles. In this 

world, Disney reigned supreme, as the man who had mined European fairytales and 

appropriated them for a new kind of American fairytale that would be replicated time and 

time again. The creative output of the Disney studio depended on the artistic endeavours of 

many hundreds of women who worked in the Inking and Painting department. As such, 

Disney’s magic mirror was supported by many female laborers, and thrived under the 

auspice of the cultural magnate who managed to, most successfully, translate onto the 

screen the hopes and aspirations of many thousands of Depression-era Americans who 

flocked to the silver screen to see – Disney’s Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs. As 

Richard Pells persuasively writes, ‘in Disney’s cinema of optimism and memory a people 

afflicted by depression and war could “go to sleep, as Snow White does, and then awaken 

to find the world unchanged.”’37 

 

 

 

 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
33 Barrier, The Animated Man p.1  
34 Ibid p. 236 
35 Levine, The Unpredictable Past p. 221 
36 Santiago Solis, ‘Snow White and the Seven “Dwarfs”-Queercripped’ in Hypatia (Wiley, 2007) p. 127 
37 Pells, Radical Visions and American Dreams p.77   



! 78!

 

(Fig. 26) Action Comics #1 p. 10 
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(Fig. 27) Action Comics #1 p.13 
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(Fig. 28) Action comics # 1 p. 15 
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(Fig. 29) Action Comics #1 p. 14 
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(Fig. 30) Action Comics #1 p. 18 
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(Fig. 31) Action comics #2 p.24 
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(Fig. 32) Action Comics #6 p.38 
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(Fig.33) Action Comics #6 p.38 
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(Fig. 34) Action comics #6 pp.41-42 
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(Fig. 35) Action Comics #6 p. 44 
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“Are you sure it wasn’t pink elephants you saw?”’: Gender Contestation in the 
Golden-Age Superman Comics 
 

Throughout the 1930s, another burgeoning consumer industry that was rapidly gaining 

popularity was comics. Comics were an offshoot of the ‘funnies’ and pulp magazines, 

developed by artists who amalgamated these disparate sources in a uniquely American 

format.38 Like the Disney Studio, comics were (and continue to be) a male-dominated 

industry – written, drawn and, indeed, produced for a predominantly adolescent male 

audience.39 As Kelley J. Hall and Betsy Lucal argue, ‘Intentionally and unintentionally, 

superhero comic books also reflect cultural assumptions about gender and American 

values’.40 The immense popularity of comics in this era makes them vital sources for any 

exploration of gender relations during the Great Depression. As with any art form, the 

images printed on the pages of the comics were not necessarily intended to reflect life as it 

was.41 Nevertheless, comic books contain immediately identifiable aspects of daily life in 

order to strike a chord with their consumers. As Wolfgang and Baird attest in ‘Comic and 

How to Read Them’ – ‘comics are primarily a social phenomenon […] Comics represent 

symbols, not copies. Behind the symbols lie specific attitudes, modes of vision, and 

ideologies’.42  This plurality warrants greater attention because of the saturation of comic 

books in popular culture in the period: encoded within their colorful pages lay one 

powerful take on the destructive potential of women in the workplace. 

 

Comics can be seen to operate on the level of fantasy. Where women specifically were 

concerned, they were conceived thrice removed from reality: first, in the artistic minds of 

their creators, second – on the page, with the addition of text and third – in the mind of the 

comic book reader, whose role it is to consider both the image and the text in tandem, as 

the story builds sequentially. As Bradford Wright discusses, ‘They [comics] offer a 

revealing fun-house mirror of life, not necessarily as it was or even as it should be but as 

young people have paid to see it’.43 And there lies the crux: beneath the gregarious and 

colourful images of superheroes saving the world and their damsels in distress, lies a social 
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message. The comic books performed a pedagogical function, teaching its readers about  

appropriate (and inappropriate) gender roles. In this way, they are closely aligned with 

Disney films, including Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs, in that through exposure alone, 

the ideas regarding gender that are espoused, have, in their very circulation, seeped into the 

consciousness of their consumers. As Berger notes, ‘They [comics] were an important part 

of our socialization, by virtue of the simple fact that millions of children – and adults [read 

them]’.44 Throughout their history, women as represented in comic books have reflected 

wider social assumptions about gender. Because the industry itself has been saturated by 

superheroes who burst to the fore in the 1930s – it is worth considering the first and most 

widely-known and mythologised creation – Superman, and his love interest and career gal 

pal – Lois Lane.  

 

Superman was the brainchild of Jerry Siegel and Joe Shuster, two shy and awkward, 

second-generation Jewish immigrants who resided in Cleveland, Ohio. Growing up as they 

did as the first recipients of the new American youth culture. Grounded in film, the pulp 

magazines and rapidly advancing print technology and advertising, these young men 

envisioned their ‘hero’ as a champion of the oppressed, as well as a tough guy and wise-

crack, somewhat rooted in the tradition of the hard-boiled writers, who were also noted for 

their close artistic ties to the pulps. Siegel and Shuster, despite initial problems in ‘selling’ 

Superman to the comics, single-handedly propelled the medium into the national spotlight. 

As Randy Duncan and Matthew J. Smith write, ‘Superman [is] a character who single-

handedly established the identity of the American comic book’.45 Indeed, with the release 

of DC Comics first Superman title, Action Comics #1, a veritable industry emerged in 

superheroes which reigns supreme until the present day.46 Reader response was immediate, 

as millions of Americans flocked to buy the latest installment of Superman’s adventures. 

Before long, Action Comics sales numbered some 500,000 copies per month, leading to the 

release in 1939 of Superman – the first comic book title-character.47 The popularity of the 

nation’s first superhero, and the creation of similar heroes such as Batman and Green 

Lantern, generated a huge amount of revenue for distributors. Indeed, by the end of the 

Great Depression in 1941, comic books were selling at the rate of 10 million copies a 

month.48 Superman’s reach extended far beyond the pages of the comic book – as his ‘star 

status’ grew, so too did the commercial opportunities that came with his name, as it 
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became attached to products, as well as countless other artistic media, in a manner not 

dissimilar to the ‘total merchandise’ ethos at the Disney Studio.49 

 

Lois Lanes’ reach was no different. Like Superman, her career has spanned almost eight 

decades, from her first appearance as Clark Kent/Superman’s work colleague in Action 

Comics #1 (1938), and it shows no signs of abating. Recently, DC Comics released a 

homage to the popular female character with Lois Lane: A Celebration of 75 Years, 

featuring comic book editions from Action Comics run in 1938, to Lois’ newspaper comic 

strips entitled ‘Lois Lane: Girl Reporter,’ which ran throughout the 1940s. By far one of 

the most interesting (and much discussed) reboots of Superman and Lois’ relationship can 

be found in Superman’s Girlfriend Lois Lane, which ran from 1957 until 1973, which 

featured stories chiefly concerned with Lois’ approach to ‘win’ Superman’s love and fend 

off rival Lana Langley.50 Outwith comic books, Lois, like Superman, appeared also in 

animated format in the late 1930s, as well as in the musical It’s a Bird, It’s a Plane, It’s 

Superman (1966 and 2013), and, recently, in fiction with Gwenda Bond’s Lois Lane: Fall 

Out (2015). Superman’s transferability into film also proved to be incredibly popular, most 

notably with director Richard Donner’s Superman (1978) and Superman II, where 

Superman was played by Christopher Reeves and Lois by Margot Kidder. More recently, 

Superman has been reimagined with Zack Snyder’s Man of Steel (2013), and this 

contemporary fascination with comic book heroes and rubrics dominated the silver screen 

as 2016 and 2017’s blockbuster list was topped by Batman v. Superman: Dawn of Justice 

and Justice League where Amy Adams reprises her role as the most modern, Pulitzer-Prize 

winning Lois Lane.   

 

Lois Lane, therefore, has had a remarkable career in an industry where other female 

characters have proven to be little more than comic book fodder in glossy landscapes 

populated (mostly) by heroic and physically awe-inspiring men. J. P. Williams, in an 

article in which he calls for a greater analysis of comic books’ construction and 

representation of gender, argues that, ‘It is through the relationship with Lois that 

Superman comments on the nature of femininity and the ideal relations between men and 

women’.51 While the remainder of his article focuses on the romantic elements of the 
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Superman comics (and the down-playing of career girls in Superman’s Girlfriend Lois 

Lane) – the same can be said of each era of comics featuring the pair. In the 1930s setting 

of Superman’s initial adventures, certain gender tropes were established which remained 

largely thereafter. The remainder of this chapter examines the first two editions of Action 

Comics, as well as Action Comics #6 – focusing on the representation of female characters, 

with regard to both their physical representation on the printed page and the message and 

implications of the storyline for the readers/viewers. These messages infiltrated its 

readership and influenced contemporary, Depression-era attitudes in relation to 

‘appropriate’ gender roles.  

 

The opening page of Action Comics #1 is devoted exclusively to the wonder of Superman. 

The reader learns of his spectacular physical capabilities, and of is decision to channel his 

strength and extraordinary power towards a good cause: ‘Superman! Champion of the 

oppressed, the physical marvel who had sworn to devote his existence to helping those in 

need.’52 On the next page, Superman is shown flying through the air with a bound and 

gagged woman – an unnamed ‘murderess’ whose capture at the hands of Superman 

ensures the survival of ‘innocent, persecuted’ Evelyn Curry whose false acquittal had her 

moments away from being led to the electric chair for execution (see Fig. 26). This episode 

suggests that women are to be both feared and protected. In featuring a murderess and a 

persecuted woman, the parameters are set for the ‘good’ and ‘evil’ women who would later 

populate virtually all comic books. The spatial organization of the three panels featuring 

women in these opening pages of Action Comics #1 is significant because the reader is 

only granted a partial view. The murderess is face down in the first panel with Superman – 

and in her second panel she is in the bottom left corner, offering the reader/viewer a side-

profile, whilst Superman’s bodily movement and synergy encourages rapid continuation to 

the next panel. These first female characters thus offer Superman (and his creators) a 

means of illustrating the hero’s morality and physical traits. Once that is done, their 

usefulness is over. Similarly, in the next episode, where Clark Kent/Superman is alerted to 

‘a phoned tip – a wife-beating at 211- Court Ave’ – the victim of domestic abuse is 

depicted as entirely faceless, the positioning of her body alone seemingly enough to 

convey her need for savior (see Fig. 27) In stark contrast, her husband takes center stage, 

alongside the ‘savior’ figure, Superman, as he bursts through the door. Jennifer K. Shuller 

recognises the centrality of considering the ‘male gaze’ in relation to the comic book 

genre: Referring to a film studies term – ‘the male gaze’, made popular by Laura Mulvey, 
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she describes this as ‘[when] women are portrayed from a man’s point of view, placing the 

viewer in the position of the male subject, with the female as object.’53 In Action Comics 

#1, we can see this to be the case, with the result that the male creator/consumer is 

privileged in the process. It is within these visual cues, and in noticing patterns within the 

sequential artistry of the comic book, that these gender assumptions are noticed.  

 

Whilst Evelyn Curry and the murderess are ‘bit’ characters who do not feature again, it is 

with Lois Lane that the comic books’ most lengthy treatment of women takes place. 

Almost at once, Lois is established as a no-nonsense, astute career woman. The 

stammering Clark Kent approaches her in the offices of the Daily Star, asking her out on a 

date in a self-deprecating manner, as a direct result of previous knock-backs. Later that 

night, when another man attempts, heavy-handedly, to ‘cut in’ on Lois and Clark, Lois 

berates Clark for his failure to take a stand on her behalf, forcing her to administer the 

violence herself (see Fig. 28). The purpose of this episode is twofold – first, as a not-so-

subtle indicator to the reader that the ‘appropriate’ masculine response is more of the 

Superman variety, versus the lily-livered approach of alter-ego Clark Kent and secondly, to 

illustrate that the repercussions for female violence, unlike male violence as meted out by 

Superman, is both severe and dangerous. As Lois leaves the ballroom, she is pursued by 

the men whose pride she had wounded. Forcing her out of her car and into their own 

vehicle with the menacing line, ‘Get in that car and shut up!’ In the process of Superman 

saving her – an episode comprising some eleven panels devoted exclusively to Superman 

inflicting violence on man and metal indiscriminately - Lois Lane appears decidedly 

disheveled – the straps of her dress having fallen down, and her general demeanor much 

changed in the presence of Superman. While Clark Kent is central to Superman’s identity 

and appeal, the characteristics of the Clark Kent persona are repeatedly superseded by the 

actions of Superman, with the effect that it is the superhero that is intended to be the more 

masculine and aspirational of the two. Ultimately, this episode reveals that even women of 

Lois’ intellect and pluckiness are in need of ‘saving’ by the ultra-masculine and protective 

Superman. In doing so, her occupational abilities are undermined as she is reduced to the 

damsels in distress stereotype that would come to define the representation of women 

within the genre.  

 

As Susan Faludi argues masculine hero-narratives achieve cultural prominence in times of 

national crisis. Such stories, including Puritan “captivity” narratives, time and time again 
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feature episodes in which, ‘strong men save weak women who cannot do so themselves’.54 

As Martin Lund develops, this process clearly stamps the status of victimhood on the 

female subject, which, in turn, reinforces the elevation of the male gaze as conceived in 

these early and widely circulated comic books.55 Arguably, two-dimensionality of comic 

books requires the use of stereotypes to elicit immediate viewer recognition. Action 

Comics #1 clearly and definitively establishes a trope that would be repeated formulaically 

throughout its publishing history.  

 

Comics writer Gail Simone published a list online in 1999 which she entitled ‘Women in 

Refrigerators’. Referring to an incident in a Green Lantern comic book where the title 

character returns to his apartment and finds the murdered and mutilated body of his 

girlfriend in the refrigerator, Simone used this incident to highlight the preponderance of 

female victims within the comic book genre. Simone writes, ‘These are superheroines who 

have been either depowered, raped, or cut up and stuck in the refrigerator. I know I missed 

a bunch. Some have been revived, even improved – although the question remains as to 

why they were thrown in the wood chipper in the first place’.56 Whilst the women in the 

early editions of Action Comics did not adhere to superhero status, it is worth considering 

the victimhood of women in these early comics in light of Simone’s list. In Action Comics 

#1, alone – the (only) four women in the comic are either in dire need of rescue (Evelyn 

Curry and Lois), or un-named and entirely one-dimensional in their purpose (as murderess 

and as a victim of domestic abuse) – so unimportant are they, in fact, that their faces are 

obscured, as well as remaining nameless. However, Action Comics #2 did have something 

more substantive to offer on the subject of American women – and it was with journalist 

Lois Lane that a clear gendered assumption about career women can be discerned. In 

Action Comics #1, Lois occupies a precarious position in her job at the offices of the Daily 

Star. In her second speech bubble, Lois, responding to Clark asking why she usually 

ignores him, replies, ‘Please Clark! I’ve been scribbling sob stories all day long. Don’t ask 

me to dish out another’ (see Fig. 29). This statement is intriguing for its intimation that, 

within the news office, the ‘emotional’ stories are relegated to the female workers, leaving 

serious investigative reporting to their male counterparts. This is substantiated by 

contrasting the editor’s scenes with Clark and Lois respectively.   
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The day after Superman has secured the release of wrongly accused Evelyn Curry, Clark 

Kent’s editor questions him over Superman, assigning him the task of uncovering 

information about the hero and his exploits. To this, Kent replies, ‘Listen, Chief, if I can’t 

find anything out about this Superman NO ONE CAN’ (see Fig. 30). If we fast forward a 

few pages, after Lois Lane’s direct ‘meeting’ and rescue at the hands of Superman, we 

witness the tail end of a conversation between Lois and the same editor: ‘But I tell you I 

saw Superman last night!,’ Lois exclaims, to which the Editor responds, ‘Are you sure it 

wasn’t pink elephants you saw?’ (see Fig. 30). The sentiment is clear – in the eyes of the 

(male) editor, it is conceivable that male reporter Clark Kent could stumble across 

Superman in action, but not so for his female colleague/co-worker. In this way Action 

Comics #1 sets the groundwork for gendered workplace discontent, a theme continued in 

the next issue.  

 

In Action Comics #2, Clark Kent is surprised to see Lois Lane board the steamship that he 

is on, bound for San Monte. In response to his questioning her presence there, Lois 

answers, ‘Our Editor decided to have me accompany you to the war-zone and send back 

dispatches colored with my distinctive feminine touch!’ (see Fig. 31).  Lois’ prime 

function within the machinery of the Daily Star is made clear: her superiors consider her 

role as the ‘emotional’ journalist, whose injection of sympathy and pathos into news 

stories would presumably appeal to the female readership. For the most part, Lois’ 

involvement in the rest of the narrative is restricted to her being ‘framed’ by Lola Cortez, 

described as a, ‘woman of mystery, an exotic beauty who fairly radiates danger and 

intrigue.’57 Cortez places a document in Lois’ cabin which, when found, provides 

irrefutable evidence of Lois’ status as a spy. Somehow, between the time of her sentencing 

(cue the pleading panel, not dissimilar to the positioning of Evelyn Curry in #1 and the 

victim of domestic abuse) and the dawn of her execution, Lois loses her jacket and is 

dressed in a backless ballroom gown which appears to be the ‘rescue outfit’ of choice for 

her creators as she slips seamlessly into her dual role of damsel in distress. To this end, 

Lois’ role in this comic is finished, as it is left to Superman to adopt a diplomatic, 

conciliatory tone as he makes the Americans munitions manufacturer see the moral 

disingenuity of supplying weapons to a war-ravaged and unstable country, and to recognise 

the futility of war.  
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Lois plays a much more central role in the narrative in Action Comics #6, appearing in 38 

out of 98 panels or 40%, compared to 14% in Action Comics #1 and 11% in Action Comics 

#2. In this story, Superman is rocked by the news of an imposter claiming to be the real 

Superman, and his ‘manager’ who is ‘cashing in’ on the realisation of Superman’s 

commercial possibilities. In many ways, this episode forecasts the commercial possibilities 

available to the comic book giants that followed on from the success of these early issues. 

Superman is keen to expose the artifice of the Superman imposter, and arranges a meeting, 

much to the upset of Lois Lane (see Fig. 32). In order to secure the ‘inside scoop’ herself 

and, presumably, to see the man himself, Lois has no qualms about using her feminine 

wiles to secure a date with the seemingly puppet-like Clark Kent (see Fig. 33). These 

panels illustrate the simultaneous deception between the sexes. This signifies that Lois and 

Clark are engaged in a curious game of workplace one-upmanship. In Lois’ case, she 

operates in a hostile working environment where she resorts to deceptive tactics in order to 

pursue stories of interest. It is worth noting, however, that Clark Kent always has the 

upper-hand, in that his dual identity is unknown to Lois. However, Lois comes off worse in 

this deception, because she willingly strings Clark along in her pursuit of Superman, in a 

cold and manipulative manner, in contrast to the genuine care and affection shown by 

Superman. In other words, Clark Kent/Superman’s deception, whereby he conceals his 

daytime identity, is for the greater good, whereas Lois’ is entirely for her own gain.  What 

is more, in order to secure an exclusive interview with the much-coveted hero, Lois resorts 

to drugging her colleague and dinner-date (see Fig. 34). In these scenes, Lois’ 

determination to ‘get ahead’ and out-do her male colleague ultimately gives a mercenary 

impression to the reader. She is represented as cold, manipulative and single-minded in her 

determination to further her career. As Wright maintains, ‘Although arguably a proto-

feminist character of sorts, Superman’s romantic interest, Lois Lane, had few admirable 

qualities from a contemporary male perspective’.58 Within the confines of the comic itself, 

Lois’ deviousness is swiftly dealt with and cautioned, in the rapid succession with which 

her ‘exposure’ of the fraudulent Superman results in her attempted murder and rescue by 

the ‘real’ Superman (see Fig. 35). Thus, Lois slips once again into the pattern established 

in Action Comics #1 and #2 – in a story that is, overall, not positive about the role of 

women in the office/working environment. Randy Duncan & Matthew Smith write:  

 

 

One of the ways ideology works to serve the interests of the dominant group is to define 
them in contrast to other, less powerful groups in a society. For example, in American 
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society the dominant group has been white males, leaving women and people of color in a 
subordinate position […] Left unchallenged, these images may be accepted as legitimate, 
and thus the issue of representation becomes central to the practice of ideological critique 
of the media.59 
 

By the close of the Great Depression, the field of animation underwent a dramatic shift as a 

result of the success of its first feature-length film, and comic books were established as a 

genre. Both relied on the interplay between text and image, and introduced consumers to 

representations of women that have had a significant and lasting impact. Jack Zipes notes 

that, ‘It is the interaction of writer, publisher and audience within a given society that 

makes for the definition of the genre in any given epoch’.60 The fairytale genre was 

rejuvenated in the 1930s at the hands of one very important and powerful man – Walt 

Disney, who set out to create in his first heroine the very emblem of passivity and domestic 

harmony. In a decade replete with condemnations of working women, this was significant 

– much like the Betty Crocker brand, Disney’s first animated feature not only suggested 

but reinforced the notion that women would achieve true happiness and romantic love only 

once she accepted a role confined to hearth and home. As with the predominantly female 

Home Service Department which was responsible for testing General Mills products and 

Betty Crocker recipes, the Ink and Painting Department at the Disney Studios was 

comprised of female employees whose artistic efforts contributed enormously to the film’s 

production. Advertising and animation were thus closely aligned in that they were 

spearheaded by male executives, pushing forward a conservative message regarding 

appropriate female roles in society, utilising the creative efforts of women in menial tasks 

in this process.  

 

By contrast, the representation of women in comic books was far more modern. Lois Lane 

is employed as a journalist at the Daily Star, encountering contemporaneous problems 

involving crime and violence. Scholars have commented on the modern representation of 

Lois in the early Superman editions, noting that she enjoyed freedoms that would be 

relinquished in later decades as Lois was reconfigured, such as the 1950s editions re-

named Superman’s Girlfriend Lois Lane, where the ‘action’ is restricted to Lois’ romantic 

quandaries.61 In the earliest editions, romance is far from Lois’ mind, as her determination 

to succeed as a newspaperwoman propels her actions. However, she faces gender 

discrimination in the workplace and is consistently represented as deceptive and 
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thoroughly amoral in comparison to Clark Kent/Superman. Lois Lane, as a representative 

of working women in these early editions, is depicted as cold and ambitious, aligning her 

with the female characters of James M. Cain’s Depression-era fiction, which I explore in a 

later chapter. Superman was released at a time in which working women were the subject 

of fierce debate, scapegoated as the cause of mass male unemployment. Lois’ negative 

portrayal in the work environment thus contributed to the debate on working women. The 

immense popularity of animation and comic books meant that the presence of Lois Lane 

and Snow White was instructive at a sociological level. The readers/viewers were exposed 

to a seemingly innocuous portrayal of gender relations, where both (albeit in markedly 

different ways) expounded a conservative gender model extolling the virtues of 

domesticity, and condemning modern and career-minded women. 
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Chapter Three: Woman as Scapegoat: Margaret Mitchell’s Scarlett O’Hara and the 
Monstrous Extreme of Female Enterprise in Gone With the Wind 

 
 

 
Scarlett – and women in the 1930’s – served as scapegoats for a society which could not or 

would not find genuine answers to its very genuine social and economic problems.1 
 

- Marion J. Morton 
 

 
#
Towards the end of Margaret Mitchell’s Gone With the Wind (1936), the narrator 

comments on heroine Scarlett O’Hara’s ostracisation from Atlanta society:  

 

She did not realise then that with one stroke she had cut forever any fragile tie that still 
bound her to the old days, to old friends. Not even Melanie’s influence could repair the 
break of that gossamer thread […] The face of the town was set against her as stonily as 
granite.2  
 

The culmination of Scarlett’s wartime experience and foray into the masculine world of 

business and commerce is, therefore, loneliness and alienation from the ‘Old Guard’: 

custodians of the Southern code of chivalry that characterised life for the white planter 

class (to which Scarlett belonged) in the antebellum era of the novel’s setting. Gone with 

the Wind is thus a morality tale: a warning to its readers that no act of individualism comes 

without its repercussions – especially so for women. In this way, Gone with the Wind joins 

a long lineage of American novels in which the narrative trajectory is propelled by the 

problem of women who stray too far from patriarchal societal norms. This chapter explores 

Scarlett’s experience of work, first out of necessity and then borne from greed, offering in 

the process an explicit commentary on the proper, situational ‘place’ of women’s work. 

She does this while simultaneously heralding the compliant white female characters such 

as Melanie Wilkes and Scarlett’s mother, Ellen O’Hara, as buffers for Scarlett’s ignominy, 

as well as reconstituting African American women in positions of servitude, both before 

and after the conflict. Scarlett’s oscillation between reverence to the shadowy glamour of 

the Old South and magnetic attraction toward the fast-paced gaudiness of the New Order 

during Reconstruction, offer much to the reader and viewer. This, in the context of the 

1930s, was something to be feared, as women’s continued entry into the workforce was 

repeatedly condemned in the mass media. As such, this chapter also explores the 

representation of Scarlett O’Hara in both the book and (to a lesser extent) David O. 
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Selznick’s 1939 film adaptation, particularly in relation to working, motherhood, and its 

1930s context. Whilst Gone with the Wind has received much scholarly attention, no 

account of representations of women in the 1930s would be complete without an 

assessment of what was (and remains) the most popular text and cinematic production of 

the decade.!
!
Scarlett might be considered a descendent of Hester Prynne from Nathaniel Hawthorne’s 

The Scarlet Letter (1850). Aside from the obvious parallel of Hawthorne’s book title and 

the name that Mitchell assigned her protagonist, Hester is compelled to fasten upon her 

dress a ‘scarlet token of infamy’, both befitting her status as an adulterer and securing her 

outsider status within her Puritan community in the seventeenth-century Massachusetts 

Bay Colony.3 This calls to mind The Book of Revelation wherein a prostitute is described 

as being, ‘dressed in purple and scarlet, and was glittering with gold, precious stones and 

pearls. She held a golden cup in her hand, filled with abominable things and the filth of her 

adulteries.’4 Hester’s lesson is almost identical to Scarlett’s:  

 

She had wandered, without rule or guidance, in a moral wilderness […] The tendency of 
her fate and fortunes had been to set her free. The scarlet letter was her passport into 
regions where other women dared to tread. Shame, Despair, Solitude! These had been her 
teachers, - stern and wild ones, - and they had made her strong, but taught her much 
amiss.5 
 

 

While Hawthorne’s text explores the moral complexities and difficulties for women in 

Colonial New England, Scarlett’s plight is compelled by the circumstances of the 

American Civil War, which necessitate her ‘fall’ from grace. The novel concludes with 

Scarlett, like Hester before her, discovering that she has been made ‘the common infamy, 

at which all mankind was summoned to point its finger,’ and that, ‘Everything was against 

her. The world was hostile.’6 And yet, unlike her forebear, Scarlett is rendered in such a 

way that the monstrosity of her nature is continuously reinforced. As Laura Hapke writes:  

 

Scarlett refuses to be shamed to Mitchell does it for her […] She consistently brands 
Scarlett amoral, punishing her with community scorn, personal turmoil, unrequited love 
[…] Mitchell’s conservative posture resulted in the creation of a self-reliant heroine who 
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mines the masculine in her nature to become a law unto herself, recognising no control, not 
even her creator’s.7  
 

 

Hapke’s conception of Mitchell’s literary creation calls to mind Mary Shelley’s authorial 

ambivalence toward Frankenstein; or – The Modern Prometheus (1818), insofar as 

Shelley, in the introduction to the 1831 edition, writes, ‘I bid my hideous progeny to go 

forth and prosper’.8 In her correspondence, Mitchell too stated that she was aghast at the 

public fascination with Scarlett, declaring that she intended Melanie Wilkes to be heralded 

as the true ‘heroine’ to which female readers should aspire:  

 

She [Melanie] is really my heroine, not “Scarlett.” I wanted to picture in “Melanie” as in 
“Ellen” the true ladies of the old South, gentle and dear, frail of body perhaps, but never of 
courage, never swerving from what they believed the right path and, no matter what they 
were called upon to do, by rude circumstance, always remaining ladies. But few 
commentators have seen fit to notice my ladies […]9  
 

Marcia Aldrich and Richard Isomaki write that, ‘Both [Shelley and Frankenstein] distance 

themselves from their false creations,’ which is applicable to Mitchell also in the aftermath 

of the publication of her novel.10 Chris Baldick continues:  

 

Books themselves behave monstrously towards their creators, running lose from authorial 
intention and turning to mock their begetters by displaying a vitality of their own. […] Not 
just to some shocked readers in the early nineteenth century, but to Mary Shelley herself, 
the book appeared as a monster. She had unwittingly endowed it with […] an abundant 
excess of meanings which the novel cannot stably accommodate, a surplus of significance 
which overruns the enclosure of the novel’s form to attract new and competing mythic 
revisions.11 
 

One exchange between the Monster and his creator is prescient: ‘Am I not shunned and 

hated by all mankind? You, my creator, would tear me to pieces, and triumph.’12 This was 

in response to Frankenstein’s reluctance to create a companion for his scientific 
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abomination. Interestingly, the scientist’s reticence stems from his belief that a female 

counterpart would be far more dangerous for mankind:  

 

I was now about to form another being, of whose dispositions I was alike ignorant; she 
might become ten thousand times more malignant than her male, and delight, for its own 
sake, in murder and wretchedness [my emphasis].13 
 

This theme of female monstrousness appears often in American literature of the 1930s. In 

Scarlett’s case, her main crime is to revel in the opportunities afforded by business and 

commerce, a crime that both her creator and society at large were quick to condemn. 

Unlike the female characters of James Cain’s early fiction (as will be explored in a later 

chapter), Scarlett is not ‘killed off’ – the open-endedness of her tale is cause for concern, in 

a manner similar to the special condemnation faced by Veda in Mildred Pierce (1940). 

And yet Scarlett’s sphere of influence at the novel’s end only widened, her creation 

spawning a litany of fans both for the literary character, and her cinematic counterpart, 

immortalized by Vivien Leigh.  

 

From the moment of its release in June 1936, Margaret Mitchell’s Gone With the Wind 

(1936) was an astounding popular success and publishing phenomenon. In 1939, Variety 

magazine described it as ‘the most-discussed piece of American fiction of the past 

decade’.14 In the year of its publication, Macmillan sold some 176,000 copies and, 

following the release of the movie in 1939, sales had reached 2 million.15 Blanche H. 

Gelfant noted in 1980 that, ‘Gone With the Wind would tower above Manhattan, rising to 

fifty times the height of the Empire State Building if all the books sold were stacked back 

to back’.16 Twenty-five years later, this tower would loom higher still as sales of Gone 

With the Wind exceed 30 million copies, continuing to enthrall popular readers and 

audiences.17 A recent Harris poll found that Gone With the Wind is second only to the 
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Bible when Americans were quizzed over their favourite book.18 The immediate and 

immense popularity of the book prompted David Selznick to purchase the rights for Gone 

With the Wind for $50,000 one month after the book’s release. In the three years that 

followed, Selznick, MGM, and a cast and crew numbering in the thousands would create 

what The Hollywood Reporter described as, ‘the greatest purely cinematic triumph of all 

time’.19 Upon the film’s release in December 1939, TIME magazine devoted its cover to 

Selznick’s cinematic offering, declaring that, ‘the cinema event for which the U.S. has 

palpitated for three years,’ to have finally reached fruition in Atlanta, where the premiere 

was held.20 A triumph in technicolour, Selznick’s Gone With the Wind was immediately 

lauded as demonstrating remarkable fidelity to its source material, a feat which The New 

York Times attributed to both the producer’s faith in the text, as well as fear of what the 

public reaction would be to any substantive changes, ‘so great a hold has Miss Mitchell on 

her public’.21 In the Golden Age of Hollywood it stood as the most expensive and 

profitable production ever to be made.22 

!

Where American book-buyers had been ready to part with the hefty $3 price tag for the 

text, moviegoers demonstrated an equal willingness to part with whatever spare cash they 

had to flock to the silver screen for its cinematic telling. In terms of box office sales, Gone 

With the Wind retains the title of the biggest blockbuster in history, surpassing modern 

giants such as Star Wars, Titanic and E.T.23 The film grossed over $198 million at the time 

of its release which, when adjusted for inflation, ranks in first place in the top-ten biggest 

blockbusters of all time.24 Harriet Hawkins discusses the enormous reach of the film, 
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stating that, ‘it has been seen by more people than the entire population of the United 

States’.25 Clearly, both book and film struck a chord with its Depression-era audience, 

most likely in its evocation of a comfortably-removed historical period of social upheaval 

(the American Civil War/Reconstruction) and with its overarching message of human 

resiliency and survival. When one thinks of the other ‘big’ movies at the time of Gone 

With the Wind’s release – John Ford’s Grapes of Wrath (1940) and The Wizard of Oz 

(1939), it becomes doubly impressive that Selznick’s production swept up at the illustrious 

12th Academy Awards ceremony. As Thomas H. Pauly notes, it was clear that Gone With 

the Wind was the ‘people’s choice’ in this – the Golden Age of Hollywood moviemaking.26 

And it is the very popularity of Mitchell’s text that warrants greater attention. Indeed, no 

proper account of representations of American womanhood in 1930s popular culture would 

be complete without it.  

!

Whilst there is a plethora of scholarly material on Gone With the Wind as book and film, 

articles in recent years have been specifically concerned with producing compendium 

volumes of GWTW sources (letters, production notes etc.) and with documenting the 

ongoing public fascination with the film.27 Other scholarly focuses have been the ethnic 

dimensions of the book and film, with an emphasis on the discriminatory and racist portrait 

rendered in both.28 This chapter builds on the existing scholarship that has focused on 

gender, with an emphasis on GWTW as literary text, due to Scarlett’s harsh treatment and 

the unique portrait of motherhood conceived within the book. The most unique aspect of 

Mitchell’s book, which explains its popularity and, by the same token, its dismissal among 

a great many male contemporary reviewers, lay in its central focus upon the lives of 

women. Unlike most other historical sagas or epics, Mitchell did not concern herself with 

providing her readers with detailed battle set-pieces. The historical moment was important 
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– but what was more important was the emotional impact on the women at the heart of the 

tale.29 As Robert Gutwilling writes, ‘It was a book written by a woman for women, and 

women embraced it’.30 However much the book was considered to be for women, so too 

was the film: Iwan Morgan and John Davies write that ‘Drawing on Hollywood’s 

longstanding but unproven belief that women constituted the majority of moviegoers, films 

centering on the dilemmas of their heroines reached a peak in the 1930s’, with the 

culmination of Vivien Leigh as Scarlett O’Hara in GWTW.31 

!
Frequently, scholarly discussions of Scarlett’s foray (and success) into the world of work, 

elicited by the dislocations of the American Civil War and by her need to ensure the 

financial security and wellbeing of her family, bemoan her lack of punishment.32 Scarlett’s 

‘break’ with tradition, in her erasure of the mores of Southern womanhood and adoption of 

stereotypically male characteristics such as forthrightness and business acumen, earns her 

the scorn of both her author and her critics – characters within the text and 

contemporaneous reviewers. Readers, however, were clearly drawn to the heroine that 

Mitchell had created. Despite the ‘punishment’ of loneliness that is Scarlett’s lot at the end 

of the text and film, she clearly represented for many a Depression-era woman the finest 

(albeit exaggerated) example of the depths to which some women were forced to sink to 

ensure the survival of their family during times of economic hardship. Marion J. Morton 

discusses this in her rumination on the importance of the Depression to the book’s release: 

 

Like much of the popular culture of the Depression decade, Margaret Mitchell’s Gone 
With the Wind was a defense of tradition and a covert attack on the pursuit of wealth. 
Although her message applied to both sexes, Mitchell intended it to have special relevance 
for women, whom she regarded as the rightful custodians of the social order.33  
 

Thus, Mitchell’s harshest condemnation fell on the shoulders of her tenacious heroine, 

Scarlett O’Hara who, when one considers the extent to which debates surrounding working 

women saturated American culture in the period, became the ultimate and most widely 

recognised scapegoat of the decade. In the Bible, the term ‘scapegoat’ refers to a goat sent 

into the wilderness after the Jewish priest had symbolically laid the sins of the people onto 
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it.34 In the context of the Great Depression, historians have long noted the cultural urge to 

shame working women – and especially married women – seen as they were to be ‘taking’ 

jobs from the lines of unemployed men.35 As Alice Kessler-Harris describes: 

 

The ability of women to retain and even expand their job potential played havoc with the 
cherished set of ideas about home, hearth, and women’s place in it. 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.36  
 

In terms of anxiety over female enterprise, Gone with the Wind is not dissimilar to James 

M. Cain’s Depression-era fiction, in its negative portrayal of women. Scarlett, like Mildred 

Pierce, recognises a niche in the market (in her case, a lumber mill as opposed to chicken 

restaurant) and, like Mildred, is punished. Both women lose a child, before going on to 

earn the scorn of their wider community. Similarly, Lois Lane is continuously depicted as 

deceptive in her workplace tactics, as is Scarlett.  

 

Throughout Gone With the Wind, Mitchell created a world of female characters that can be 

placed on a spectrum of femininity – from the traditional and, concurrently, much-loved 

Melanie Hamilton/Wilkes and Ellen O’Hara, to the ‘working’ women – Belle Watling, and 

Scarlett. In this spectrum, it is made very clear that women like Scarlett threaten the order 

of society. The text itself, therefore, speaks to gendered concerns that were topical during 

the time of its genesis (the 1920s) and even more heightened during the Great Depression, 

at the time of the release of the book and film. As such, it is important to consider the ways 

in which Mitchell presents femininity or, more specifically, the guidance she offers her 

readers through the castigation of her brainchild, Scarlett. I will argue that Mitchell’s text 

produced the ultimate ‘scapegoat’ of working women in the 1930s – not only wading in on 

the debate over the proper place of women in society as found in pages of popular 

magazines, but, to the great many Americans who read the book and watched the film, 

crystallised in their minds the extent to which femininity (and masculinity) could be 

threatened by women who relied on their ‘gumption’ in times of need, entering the world 

of work, and, in the process, threatening the traditional order. 
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‘The Scapegoat chosen by lot to be sent away’: Scarlett O’Hara   

 

 

On the opening page of Gone With the Wind, Margaret Mitchell painted a portrait of 

Scarlett’s character that resonated for the remainder of the book: 

 

[…] her true self was poorly concealed. The green eyes in the carefully sweet face were 
turbulent, willful, lusty with life, distinctly at variance with her decorous demeanour. Her 
manners had been imposed upon her by her mother’s gentle admonitions and the sterner 
discipline of her mammy; her eyes were her own.37 

 

This excerpt illustrates the extent to which Scarlett’s self is compartmentalised: her 

manners are a learned behaviour, molded throughout her upbringing, whereas her ‘true 

self’ has not been so easily reconfigured, as demonstrated by the disconnect between her 

graceful manner and her eyes. That her eyes are described as ‘her own’ is indicative of the 

stifled status of women in the nineteenth-century context. Here, Mitchell introduces the 

performative aspect of the text, particularly as it pertains to gender roles: women were to 

function as little more than genteel marionettes but the turbulence behind Scarlett’s eyes 

functions as a clue to the reader that she cannot and will not adhere to these restricting 

standards. We learn that Scarlett’s ‘careful’ outward appearance is little more than a 

disguise, as she stifles the fieriness of her personality, as learnt under the tutelage of her 

mother and ‘mammy’ – the family’s enslaved house servant. It is well documented that 

Mitchell wrote her epic backwards – beginning as she did by writing the last chapter, and 

finishing with the opening. Considering the text in this way, the introduction of her main 

character is of great importance: At this point, her character was fully formed, her fate 

sealed – and her author used the opening chapters to clarify Scarlett’s chief characteristics 

and explain her subsequent actions. Critics often cite Malcolm Cowley’s 1936 review of 

the text (which irked Mitchell considerably), that her yarn was little more than, ‘an 

encyclopedia of the plantation myth,’ a charge that – for many years, alongside his 

assertion that, ‘I would never, never say that she has written a great novel,’ – thereby 

relegating the text to the arena of popular woman’s fiction rather than bestowing any 

literary merit. This had the effect of restricting literary analyses of the book to the ways in 

which Southern womanhood was portrayed, particularly as it pertained to Lost Cause 

mythology.38 And even so, when Cowley scathingly wrote that, ‘it is all here, every last 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
37 Mitchell, Gone with the Wind p. 5 
38 Amanda Adams, ‘ “Painfully Southern”: “Gone with the Wind”, the Agrarians, and the Battle for the New 
South’ in The Southern Literary Journal (University of North Carolina Press, 2007) p. 63; Malcolm Cowley, 



! 107!

bale of cotton and bushel of moonlight, every last full measure of Southern female 

devotion working its lilywhite fingers uncomplainingly to the lily-white bone,’ this 

description does not immediately bring to the fore Scarlett O’Hara.39 To be sure, while 

Mitchell does place great emphasis on Scarlett’s ‘Southern Belle’ appearance at the 

novel’s opening, describing her ‘magnolia-white skin – that skin so prized by Southern 

women,’ – the ‘pretty picture’ of the opening chapter/scene is one that is relatively short-

lived in a text which spans a decade and numbers some 1010 pages.40  

 

Indeed, when one thinks of the novel and Selznick film together, Scarlett’s initial 

presentation as a Southern Belle, pertaining to the Antebellum legend, is but a brief 

interlude before the onset of the Civil War and a change in the family’s fortunes. In 

Mitchell’s Bildungsroman, Scarlett first appears as the sixteen year-old eldest child of 

Ellen and Gerald O’Hara, living luxuriously on the family’s plantation in the heart of 

Georgia. Over the course of twelve years Scarlett traverses the difficult terrain of a war-

ravaged society, travelling between city and country and proving herself constantly 

amenable to her changing environment.The emphasis on the plantation in its hey-day, and 

on Scarlett’s ‘Southern Belle’ persona of the opening pages, is not concurrent with the 

scope of the novel, where the Scarlett O’Hara in times of hardship and uncertainty is 

examined with far greater depth. Without the complexity of her character, as alluded to in 

the opening pages, the novel (and film) would not have exerted so powerful a hold on 

readers and audiences throughout their eighty-year career. As Thomas Pauly writes, ‘In the 

characterization of Scarlett is to be found most of the complexity that Gone With the Wind 

possesses.’41 How Scarlett has been interpreted/received has varied wildly over the 

decades – for some, she is an ‘unsympathetic heroine’ and GWTW becomes the ‘story of a 

bitch’.42 For others, Scarlett is the ‘quintessential American heroine’, who proves so 

popular with readers and viewers because she ‘is more acting than acted upon’, displaying 

remarkable resilience and courage in her determination to survive amidst great hardship. 

Notably, reviewers of the film were quick to recognise that Vivien Leigh’s portrayal of 

Scarlett was faultless: As The Hollywood Reporter stated:  
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From it all, Vivien Leigh emerges as one of the greatest of the great. Her characterization 
of Scarlett O’Hara is one of the finest portrayals of all time. She IS Scarlett, passionate, 
reckless, ruthless, selfish, hypocritical, dishonest, but always a thing of flame, beautiful, 
lovable. The evolution of her character from the care-free days before the war, through the 
hell of battle-stricken years and the crueler days of Reconstruction […] is an achievement 
of such compelling artistry that she dominates her every scene…43 
 

In other words, Leigh’s portrayal of (and the characterisation of Scarlett in general) is 

enormous in scope – by situating her protagonist in these turbulent historical contexts, her 

emotional range is displayed at its fullest capacity. This contemporary review in many 

ways strikes at the very heart of why and how Scarlett was so utterly unique to American 

readers (and audiences), going some way to explain her contemporary and continued 

impact. By far the most persuasive reading of the text and film, and one which I think 

explains a great deal about the timeliness and timelessness of both is the exploration of 

Scarlett’s experience through a feminist lens. As Molly Haskell writes, ‘Inside the tinkling 

charms of a Southern-belle saga are the rumblings of a feminist manifesto’.44 In this 

reading, the ‘encyclopedia of the plantation legend’, as Cowley reduced it is imbued with 

greater meaning: The trappings of the Antebellum South and the historical moment as it 

was brought to life by Mitchell was deliberate and considered, facilitating as it did a linear 

narrative through which traditional gendered spaces were negotiated. As Jane Marcellus 

writes of Scarlett, ‘it is as if the war forces her to shed the false femininity of the belle in 

order to reach her true feminine strength’.45If we are to accept this interpretation, it is 

therefore essential to examine in closer detail the events of the novel from Part I onwards 

or, specifically, from the onset of war, when the ‘moonlight and magnolia’ bliss of the 

initial chapters is thrown into disarray. Mitchell’s decision to create a fiery and willful 

character who regularly flouts the gender norms of her nineteenth-century society, and to 

situate her in the midst of and in the aftermath of war, ultimately provides her protagonist 

with a specific context in which to invalidate the notion that only men can succeed in 

‘masculine’ spaces. Scarlett’s success in business demonstrates that women can break free 

from their prescribed roles and occupy masculine spaces, but only at great personal cost. 

This is particularly so when the climate is unfavourable towards women seen to be 

rejecting the domestic realm. The remainder of this chapter will consider Scarlett’s blend 

of femininity, or, rather, her rejection of the ‘feminine’ traits that she had been taught by 
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her mother, alongside the spectrum of femininity provided by other characters, before a 

proper assessment can be made as to the message discerned by and through Scarlett to her 

hugely receptive American audience.  

 

Mitchell allows her heroine approximately one tenth of the novel to exist in her 

Antebellum cushion unimpeded by the disappointments and disaster of adulthood and war. 

Then, suddenly, ‘Within two weeks Scarlett had become a wife, and within two months 

more she was a widow […] Widowhood had crowded closely on the heels of marriage but, 

to her dismay, motherhood soon followed.’46 It is from this point onwards that Scarlett 

feels the weight and consequences of her ill-considered decisions, and that the readers are 

encouraged to distance themselves from emotional identification with the character. When 

Scarlett becomes a mother, this is intensified as Mitchell is at pains to stress Scarlett’s 

detachment from her child and, by default, her unwomanly and alien qualities: 

 

Everyone talked about how sweet it was that she had this posthumous token of her love 
and she naturally did not disabuse their minds. But that thought was farthest from her 
mind. She had very little interest in Wade and sometimes it was difficult to remember that 
he was actually hers.47 

 

As the text progresses, Scarlett’s capacity to mother does not change. She is, at heart, 

uninterested in children and voices this repeatedly, finding motherhood both unrewarding 

and debilitating. Selznick’s production spares the viewer from the true extent of Scarlett’s 

un-motherly characteristics: on screen, she has only one child – the favored Bonnie Blue 

Butler, whereas in the text she has a child to each consecutive husband – Wade Hamilton, 

of Charles, Ella Kennedy, of Frank and, finally, Bonnie – of last (that we know it) husband 

Rhett.48 Each child marks a different point of the narrative, and is necessary to illustrate the 

circumstances in which Scarlett finds herself. Indeed, despite her lack of maternal instinct 

and warmth, Scarlett never shies away from her responsibilities toward those in her charge, 

assuming a traditional male role in the process. It is this quality that allows readers (and 

viewers) to eagerly follow her journey, spurred on by their curiosity as to what Scarlett’s 

fate will be.  

 

The announcement of Gone With the Wind by MacMillan summarised Scarlett’s 

experience as follows: ‘After the fall of Atlanta she returns to the plantation and by 
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stubborn shrewdness saves her home. But in the process she vows never to be hungry 

again. In the turmoil of Reconstruction she battles her way to affluence [my emphasis].’49 

Here, the announcement clearly points to Scarlett’s agency and ability to strive forward 

despite the hardships that she faces, an early indication of the character identification that 

some readers and audiences felt as Scarlett demonstrated, time and time again, a 

remarkable ability to transform herself and adapt to different situations.50 Perhaps this is 

what Nell Battle Lewis meant when she wrote in 1940, ‘Hear me turn prophet. Scarlett is 

gong to survive the high-brow critics. For as long as a life is a challenge which men must 

have courage to meet, the fighting O’Hara who wouldn’t say die is going to live.’51 If we 

change ‘men’ to ‘women’, we might be closer to an understanding of the book’s long-

lasting appeal. However, there is an important distinction to make in the trajectory of 

Scarlett’s experience: Whilst the heroine’s time spent back at Tara following Atlanta’s fall 

had the effect of garnering the intense emotional identification of female readers (and 

viewers) of the 1930s a parallel to their contemporary situation, this identification rested 

on the supposition that Scarlett had to act as provider at that moment, stark as the land was 

with able-minded and bodied men (or enslaved peoples).52 Just as Scarlett ‘changed swiftly 

to meet this new world for which she was not prepared,’ so too did thousands of American 

women in the 1930s who faced the ‘wreckage’ of their age by ‘[turning] their hands to 

many menial tasks,’ compelled as they were to do so on behalf of their struggling 

families.53    

 

The emphasis on home was not restricted to Scarlett’s journey in Gone with the Wind. 

Released in the same year, The Wizard of Oz reflected on the meaning of ‘home’ with 
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Dorothy’s journey through Oz intended as both a form of escapism and a necessary (and 

topical) meditation on what constituted ‘home’ in the face of turmoil.54 M. Thomas Inge 

describes the similarities between both as follows: 

 

Two of the most important films for our purposes appeared in 1939, right at the turning 
point between the two decades. Both were expensive, widely promoted, Technicolor epics. 
One looked to the past as a way of exploring our history and found in the national 
experience of Civil War a lesson for survival in the present. The other turned its gaze to a 
world of fantasy that never was and found that the answer to man’s search for his spiritual 
home was to be found neither in science nor magic but in the power of the rational mind, 
the authority of courage, and the passion of the loving heart.55 
 

Ultimately, both Scarlett and Dorothy arrive at the same conclusion that “There’s no place 

like home”. What separates the two is that Dorothy’s journey takes place in a dreamscape 

from which she must depart, and she leaves this fantasy world still an adolescent, who 

learns this vital fact whilst still young and untarnished.56 

 

What elevated Scarlett’s monstrousness when compared to the long-held and cherished 

traditional conception of femininity was her aptitude for business and ability to hold her 

own in the traditionally male world of commerce. As Hapke writes, ‘she has traded 

survival for ambition.’57 Scarlett’s male identification pre-dates her managerial role at Tara 

in the war years. Early on, we learn that Scarlett finds it ‘most pleasant’ that, in the 

knowledge that he will have no sons, Gerald O’Hara ‘had drifted into the habit of treating 

her in a man-to-man manner.’58 Five years later, when Scarlett marries Frank Kennedy 

with the view not only to keep Tara in her possession, but also to maximise the 

opportunities afforded in the efforts to rebuild Atlanta, she recognizes in herself an 

inherent capacity to successfully navigate a masculine space, and, more importantly, 

seethes at the ridiculousness of the persistent charade of appropriate ‘masculine’ and 

‘feminine’ behaviors in a world upturned by war: 
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True to the tradition in which they had been reared, the men were courteous and tender and 
they almost succeeded in creating an atmosphere of sheltering their women from all that 
was harsh and unfit for feminine eyes. That, thought Scarlett, was the height of absurdity, 
for there was little, now, which even the most cloistered women had not seen and known in 
the last five years.59 

 

However, unlike her contemporaries who ‘bow gracefully’ as their old way of life passes 

them by, Scarlett ‘cannot ignore life’, and chooses instead to strive forward, motivated as 

she is by the lure of experiencing once again the financial security and comforts of her 

youth.60 In this section of the text, Mitchell repeatedly refers to Scarlett’s ‘masculine’ 

traits, noting that, in her business dealings, ‘she talked and acted like a man.’61 This is 

Scarlett’s true crime – the inability to distinguish want from need, overcome as she is with 

a ‘violent longing to make money for herself as men make money,’ and it is here that we 

see most clearly Mitchell’s lesson for the female reader:  

 

Go into business for herself! It was unthinkable. […] If women were so unfortunate as to 
be compelled to make a little money to assist their families in these hard times, they made 
it in quiet womanly ways – baking as Mrs. Merriwether was doing, or painting china and 
sewing and keeping boarders […] These ladies made money but they kept themselves at 
home while they did it, as a woman should. But for a woman to leave the protection of her 
home and venture into the rough world of men, competing with them in business, rubbing 
shoulders with them, being exposed to insult and gossip … Especially when she wasn’t 
forced to do it, when she had a husband amply able to provide for her!62 

 

Scarlett, therefore, earns the fiercest condemnation from her creator, and alienates her 

community, only when her ambitions supersede her survival instinct and she chooses to 

posit herself in increasingly masculine spaces. Contemporary reviewer Isabel Patterson 

recognised this as Scarlett’s tragedy and curse, writing that, ‘[only] when it was too late 

she found she had spent her life in pursuit of a shadow – she, the materialist, in the midst 

of her material success.’63 It is interesting that in her characterisation of Scarlett, Mitchell 

aligns her heroine very clearly with two other tragic (and materialistic) figures of 

American literature. Just as F. Scott Fitzgerald’s Jay Gatsby, ‘paid a high price for living 

too long with one single dream,’ – his dream of Daisy, and of recapturing a moment lost in 

time, in the present splendor of his vast mansion, Scarlett, too, wrongly believes that she 

will be able to reclaim her role as a lady only when she is surrounded by the vast 
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accouterments of wealth that she had been accustomed to in her youth.64 Like Gatsby, 

when Scarlett finally stands in her gaudy palace, described by Rhett as a ‘nightmare’, she 

has only the superficial company of other profiteers in the floundering South – Yankees 

and carpetbaggers, and one is left with the impression that, should she have died, her 

funeral may have mirrored Gatsby’s as Nick Carraway described it: ‘Nobody came’.65 

Scarlett could also be considered a modern rendering of Edith Wharton’s anti-heroine 

Undine Spragg from The Custom of the Country (1913), whose unwavering belief that, 

‘There was something still better beyond, then – more luxurious, more exciting, more 

worthy of her! She once said to herself, afterward, that it was always her fate to find out 

just too late about the ‘something beyond’, ultimately casts her as an tragic figure, whose 

fate it is to find herself constantly unhappy in the role prescribed to her by the dictates of 

femininity in her time, as Scarlett is in her own.66 Gone With the Wind, then, is best 

described as Morton does as, ‘a covert attack on the pursuit of wealth […] with a special 

relevance for women, whom she [Mitchell] regarded as the rightful custodians of the social 

order.’67 Scarlett is warned on numerous occasions of the likely outcome of her ‘acting 

out’ of the normal social order, as evinced most potently in the following exchange 

between herself and Rhett: 

 

‘All you’ve done is to be different from other women and you’ve made a little success of 
it. As I’ve told you before, that is the one unforgivable sin in any society. Be different and 
be damned! Scarlett, the mere fact that you’ve made a success of your mill is an insult to 
every man who hasn’t succeeded. Remember, a well-bred female’s place is in the home 
and she should know nothing about this busy, brutal world.’ 

 
‘But if I had stayed in my home, I wouldn’t have had any home left to stay in…’ 

 
‘The inference is that you should have starved genteelly and with pride.’68 

 

 

Soon forgetting this warning, among many others, Scarlett forges ahead, not stopping until 

she has built around her a palace of riches and secured for herself and her children a secure 

future. At this point in the text, when Scarlett feels the full impact of her decisions with 

both the death of her daughter and the desertion of her last (and loved) husband, and with 

the knowledge that ‘Everyone had gone from her, everyone who mattered.’69 The 
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coquettish belle of the novel’s first part, then, who gives way to the resilient and steadfast 

Civil-war warrior of the second and third who is, by this point, little more than a symbol of 

greed and intolerance. First, with her ability to traverse a male world, and second, in her 

refusal to return to the traditional female role and space, Scarlett earns for herself the 

ultimate punishment: alienation and loneliness.70 In Scarlett, Mitchell created a heroine 

who put into action the desires of her female readers to break free from conventions, if 

only within the thick pages of the hardback. As Hapke writes, ‘Mitchell’s conservative 

posture resulted in the creation of a self-reliant heroine who mines the masculine in her 

nature to become a law unto herself, recognizing no control, not even her creator’s.’71 As 

seen in this light, Mitchell takes on a Frankensteinian role, creating a heroine of monstrous 

proportions, who in many ways wrests free from her grasp – a figure of great complexity. 

But rather than being made up of various pieces of human flesh, as Mary Shelley’s 

monster was, Mitchell’s is comprised of a decade-long obsession over the rightful place of 

women in American society, as women increasingly became the scapegoat for a society 

experiencing mass unemployment and social unrest. Scarlett’s remorseful ending calls to 

mind that of Shelley’s creation, who laments, ‘Was there no justice in this? Am I to be 

thought the only criminal, when all human kind sinned against me? […] I, the miserable 

and the abandoned, am an abortion, to be spurned at, and kicked, and trampled on.’72 In 

Scarlett, Mitchell, like Frankenstein before her, created a female monster for her 

Depression-era audience. Thus, punishing her heroine was the only option available to her 

- the only option that would be palatable in a climate (both Northern and Southern) that 

sought to reinstate amongst its citizens traditional notions of femininity and masculinity 

during one of the most tumultuous periods in its history. Scarlett thus becomes the ultimate 

scapegoat for working women of the 1930s: She may be carried by Mitchell to the 

outermost extremes of survival, ambition and greed – but, in doing so, and in her final 

rejection and solitude, Mitchell explicitly cautioned her female readers against flouting 

authority, and recommended instead the reification of traditional gendered spaces. And so, 

despite Mitchell offering one of the most expansive literary demonstrations of competing 

modes of femininity that was released in the 1930s, she quells the gender complexities of 

the preceding thousand pages in her chosen ending – that which she in fact wrote first, 

fashioning the rest of the book around it – that of a reaffirmation of the ‘Old Guard’ – and 

the moral excision of her heroine that dared to survive as the dream of the Old South gave 

way to the expediencies of a new age.  
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Mythologising Southern Women in Gone With the Wind 

 

W. J. Cash, writing about the notion of Southern womanhood, described it in the following 

terms: 

 

She was the South’s Palladium, this Southern woman – this shield-bearing Athena 
gleaming whitely in the clouds, the standard for its rallying, the mystic symbol of its 
nationality in the face of foe. She was the lily-pure maid of Astolat and the hunting 
goddess of the Boetian hill. And – she was the pitiful Mother of God.73  
 

White Southern women have traditionally been linked, in the literature and culture of the 

American South, with concepts of whiteness and have operated as such as the ‘face’ of 

white supremacy, under the racial caste system of slavery and in the post-emancipation, 

segregated Jim Crow South.74 White Southern women have not been impervious to charges 

of complicity in the propagation of this myth. Women have long occupied a central role in 

the propagation of the romantic ‘Lost Cause’ myth, as well as the ‘southern lady’ and 

‘moonlight-and-magnolia’ traditions, often leading to both scholarly and popular 

discussions of the stagnant nature of the region’s representation in popular culture.75 

Georgian native Margaret Mitchell is arguably the individual who wielded the most 

influence over the popular perception of the American South on the cultural landscape. 

Gone with the Wind is both the most popular and widely-known fictional representation of 

the Civil War and Reconstruction South.76 Despite their fictitious origins, for millions of 

people Scarlett O’Hara is synonymous with the ‘southern belle’, whilst Ellen O’Hara and 

Melanie Wilkes are seen to embody the attributes associated with the ‘southern lady’ 

tradition.77 As Tara McPherson describes, the ‘treasured [icon] of whiteness’ in Gone With 

the Wind is female, as is the highly feminised landscape of ‘Tara’, the O’Hara’s 
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plantation.78 It is thus in this fictive setting that Mitchell’s representation of white 

femininity is crystallised in the mythology and national image of the South. What is more, 

it is within the pages of Gone With the Wind that Mitchell grappled with what Ann 

Goodwyn Jones describes as ‘[a study of] gender roles, in what it means to be a man or a 

woman in the South.’79 

 

While it is true that ruminations on gender infuse the text, the overarching message from 

the complicit narrative voice is that the paragon that women should seek to emulate is 

traditional, white Southern womanhood as it is realised most vividly in the characterisation 

of Scarlett’s mother, Ellen O’Hara, and Melanie Wilkes. The narrative voice is complicit 

in the sense that, throughout the course of the novel, Scarlett’s character and actions are 

relayed through the voice of the narrator, whose negative assessment is made clear. 

Scarlett’s physical strength, veracity and ability to survive is therefore overshadowed by 

Ellen and Melanie’s ability to retain and live up to the ideals of Southern womanhood, 

even in times of intense struggle.  Ellen and Melanie, above all others, are put on a 

pedestal, not only in the eyes of the author, who once wrote that ‘she [Melanie] is really 

my heroine, not “Scarlett”’, but also by Gerald O’Hara, Ashley Wilkes, Rhett Butler and, 

by the end of the text, Scarlett herself.80 In what Jones refers to as a ‘prescription for 

ladyhood’, Mitchell carefully lays out in the opening chapters the manners and attributes 

most prized among women:  

 

Ellen O’Hara was different, and Scarlett regarded her as something holy and apart from all 
the rest of humankind. When Scarlett was a child, she had confused her mother with the 
Virgin Mary, and now that she was older she saw no reason for changing her opinion. To 
her, Ellen represented the utter security that only Heaven or a mother can give. She knew 
that her mother was the embodiment of justice, truth, loving tenderness and profound 
wisdom – a great lady.81 

 

Similarly, with Melanie on her deathbed, we learn that: 

 

[Scarlett] realized that Melanie had always been there beside her with a sword in her hand, 
unobtrusive as her own shadow, loving her, fighting for her with blind passionate loyalty, 
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fighting Yankees, fire, hunger, poverty, public opinion and even her beloved blood kin 
[…] 
Scarlett felt her courage and self-confidence ooze from her as she realized that the sword 
which had flashed between her and the world was sheathed forever […]  
Suddenly it was as if Ellen were lying behind that closed door, leaving the world for a 
second time.82  

 

By equating Melanie with Ellen, Mitchell makes explicit the connection between the two: 

Both, in the eyes of Scarlett and the rest of the characters, command an unwavering 

respect, quietly and self-assuredly, as they traverse the war-torn South with their learned 

manners and dignity intact. What is more, the narrator clearly links both women in their 

‘holy’ or ‘otherworldly’ attributes: Ellen is described as the ‘Virgin Mary’, and Scarlett 

feels the same loss when Melanie dies as she did when she learnt of the death of her own 

mother. Ellen and Melanie both die as a result of ‘mothering’ – Ellen, by nursing their poor 

neighbour Emmie Slattery in a manner reminiscent of Beth’s illness and subsequent death 

in Louisa M. Alcott’s Little Women (1868), and Melanie following a miscarriage during 

her second pregnancy. Thus, it seems clear that the very role they have been reared to 

fulfill – that of nurturer and carer – ultimately kills them. Rhett Butler, upon hearing of 

Melanie’s death, somberly states that she was a ‘very great lady,’ whose passing is a loss 

to everyone that survives.83 She and Ellen are both the ‘great ladies’ in the text, operating 

as symbolic figures of white Southern womanhood to which women like Margaret 

Mitchell had long aspired to be, and to which she, with her characterisation, sought to 

ensure their longevity in the contemporary American imagination. And yet, both women 

die, leaving in their shadow Scarlett, whose ‘ladyhood’, unlike their own, does not survive 

the war years. As Tara McPherson writes, in GWTW more than any other text or film, ‘the 

white southern lady – as mythologized image of innocence and purity – floats free from the 

violence for which she was the cover story, nicely coifed and safely ensconced […].’’84 

More damaging than the characterisation of white Southern womanhood is Mitchell’s 

portrayal of Mammy, the O’Hara’s African American house slave whose position it is to 

act as a substitute mother figure and disciplinarian to the O’Hara sisters, and Scarlett in 

particular. Scholars argue that the centrality of Mammy in both book and film is no more 

than an extension of a dominant white cultural myth from the days of slavery, reinforcing 

the stereotype of black women in servile positions.85 Leslie A. Fiedler, in fact, opined that, 
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unlike the rest of the female characters who stemmed from long-evoked tropes of 

femininity, Mammy’s geneaology had its origins in literature: 

 

The other women we remember out of this essentially feminine book, from honey-dripping 
Melanie to mindless, heartless Scarlett, are projections of the author, when they are not 
stock-figures […] But Mammy she inherits from the book she thought she despised, the 
dream of a love transcending the horrors of slavery, first dreamed for the Mothers of 
America by Harriet Beecher Stowe.86 
 

 

Fielder points to Mitchell’s usage of the black-white bonds found within the pages of 

Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852). Ironically, where these bonds ignited the 

determination of the Anti-Slavery Movement to eradicate slavery in the mid-nineteenth 

century, the same bonds were re-used from the period of slavery throughout the history of 

segregation (and, for our purpose, in the relationship between Mammy and her charge, 

Scarlett) to the opposite end. Here, inter-racial bonds between the white family and African 

Americans in servile but happily- occupied positions, fostered a narrative of racial 

harmony which aimed to transcend the horrors of both slavery and segregation.  

 

Mammy was much-loved by the American public upon reading the book and, even more 

so, following the release of the film. Despite her centrality to the plot and to Scarlett’s 

overall development (or, perhaps, stagnation), the text is infused with racist and 

condescending language that scholars have condemned.87 Fundamentally, Mammy acts as 

a character who helps to bridge the old, racial caste system of slavery with the newly freed, 

post-emancipation South: Mammy holds an intimate position within the white family both 

before and after slavery, providing a crucial racial binary between the old and the new, in 

much the same way as Aunt Jemima oscillates between the Old South and the 

contemporaneous world of American advertising from Reconstruction to the release of 

GWTW book and film. Toward the closing of the novel, Mammy is described as being, to 

Scarlett, ‘the last link with the old days.’88 Scarlett, after losing Melanie and Rhett, seeks 

the comfort of Tara and Mammy:  
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She stood for a moment remembering small things – the avenue of dark cedars leading to 
Tara, the banks of cape Jessamine bushes […] And Mammy would be there. Suddenly she 
wanted Mammy desperately, as she had wanted her when she was a little girl, wanted the 
broad bosom on which to lay her head, the gnarled black hand on her hair.89 
 

 

Here, as in the rest of the book, the mythic nature of this character is reinforced. Mammy is 

a product of the white mind, who functions as a nostalgic figure for a predominantly white 

audience who made sense of the segregated South of the early-mid twentieth century by 

extenuating these mythic tropes in literature, film and popular culture, as first developed 

under slavery.90 Mitchell, therefore, explicitly develops this myth and, in many ways, 

ensured her place in popular culture for many decades to come, aided by the release of 

Selznick’s production.  

 

As Helen Taylor argues, it is difficult to reconcile a reading of GWTW as an inherently 

feminist text, when one recognises that to do so requires the over-looking of Mitchell’s 

black female characters.91 Tara McPherson extends this line of argument with her 

statement that, ‘to privilege Scarlett’s uses of femininity or to read her masquerades as 

being only about sexual difference is to forget that this narrow view of the southern belle 

[…] denies the suppression of black femininity that helped produce Scarlett’s 

masquerade’.92 GWTW therefore privileges white femininity, stressing in the process white 

suffering during the Civil War and throughout the period of Reconstruction. Scarlett, we 

are told, ‘could not feel herself a lady […] until black hands and not white took the cotton 

from Tara.’93 In Scarlett’s (and, by extension, the white South’s) vision of Reconstruction 

and the period thereafter, ‘ladyhood’ was commensurate with the continuation of African 

Americans as the inferior race. While the onset of war had temporarily dislocated gender 

roles, it is made very clear that within this system, ‘race is the one absolute’.94 This, too, 

we can see in the context of the 1930s as race came to increasingly define the jobs that 

Black women could aspire to. As previously discussed, the saturation of Aunt Jemima on 

consumer products did much to highlight the ‘suitability’ of domestic work for African 
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American women. At the same time, Mammy’s starring role in GWTW book and film re-

energised the stereotype, thereby contributing to Black women’s occupational potential 

being stifled to allow white women to do less domestic work or pursue other avenues of 

employment.  

 

David Selznick’s position on race throughout the production of GWTW is best illustrated in 

his statement to screenwriter Sidney Howard that, ‘ “I think we have to be awfully careful 

[…] that the Negroes come out decidedly on the right side of the ledger”’.95 In what 

Selznick labeled ‘The Negro Problem’, the producer recognized that, much like with the 

release of D.W. Griffith’s The Birth of a Nation (1915), the film version of GWTW would 

face a fierce backlash from civil rights groups such as the National Advancement for the 

Association of Colored People (NAACP) and the Negro Press, who were prepared to 

mobilize in protest should the finished product be deemed backward or damaging to the 

social uplift of African American peoples. To this end, Selznick’s production did in many 

ways tone down the explicit racism contained within Mitchell’s text. Specifically, Selznick 

omitted any reference to the Ku Klux Klan and excised the anti-Black rhetoric of the 

book’s treatment of Reconstruction.96 That said, despite Selznick’s offering being far less 

offensive than Mitchell’s book, Haskell is correct in her summation that the film 

‘[portrays] slavery with a happy face,’ with a spectrum of African American characters 

who, unlike those in the book, are ‘unacceptably passive’.97 Carlton Moss, an African 

American composer in his ‘Open Letter to Mr. Selznick’ wrote despairingly of the narrow 

spectrum of Black actors and actresses in the production: 

 

 I have already alluded to the lopsided treatment of the Negro people in the mass scenes 
[…] As to the principle Negro characters, they follow the same time-worn stereotype 
pattern laid down by Hollywood […] This false collection of two-dimensional Negro 
characters is insulting to the Negro people.98 

 

 

This letter illustrates the extent that some members of the Black community found GWTW 

as a film just as, if not more, patronizing than the book. Throughout the 1930s, African 

Americans struggled to survive not only in the context of the Great Depression, but also in 

a racially segregated society. Hollywood was not exempt from these conditions: on the set 
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of the film, Black actors and actresses refused to continue filming if bathroom facilities 

remained segregated.99 On the eve of the film’s premiere in Atlanta on December 15, 1939, 

none of the Black actors and actresses (including Hattie McDaniel, who would go on to 

win the Supporting Actress Oscar for her role as Mammy) were permitted to attend. The 

racially segregated Jim Crow South, then, loomed large as celebrations for GWTW 

commenced. Hattie McDaniel is famously quoted as saying, “I’d rather make $700 a week 

playing a maid than $7 a week being one”, further underlining the predicament that 

African American actors faced.100 At a time when acting roles for Black actors were 

greatly were limited, GWTW represented an appealing opportunity for work, albeit 

restricted to servile roles. What is important here is that this was, for the most part, the sole 

representation of Black women in the period – as such, MGM and the other film houses 

were complicit in offering only one vision of Black womanhood, working in tandem with 

fiction and advertising to heavily curtail their societal and occupational opportunities for 

advancement. Following the 2011 release of the film version of Kathryn Stockett’s 

bestselling book The Help (2009), the Association of Black Women Historians felt a 

responsibility to release the following statement:  

 

During the 1960s, the era covered in The Help, legal segregation and economic inequalities 
limited black women's employment opportunities. Up to 90 per cent of working black 
women in the South labored as domestic servants in white homes. The Help’s 
representation of these women is a disappointing resurrection of Mammy—a mythical 
stereotype of black women who were compelled, either by slavery or segregation, to serve 
white families […] The popularity of this most recent iteration is troubling because it 
reveals a contemporary nostalgia for the days when a black woman could only hope to 
clean the White House rather than reside in it.101  

 

The same ‘contemporary nostalgia’ also applied at the time of GWTW’s film release. Job 

opportunities for African American women were greatly restricted throughout the 1930s: 

In 1940, 60% of African American women in employment worked in service jobs, 

compared to 10% of white women.102 Seen in this light, it is ironic that at a time when 

most Black women in employment occupied domestic service roles, Hattie McDaniel in 

her role as Mammy and Butterfly McQueen as Prissy were among the highest-paid African 
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American actors who portrayed the enslaved antecedents of their contemporaries. It is 

worth noting, also, that both before and after the release of GWTW, Hattie McDaniel was 

typecast and restricted to ‘Mammy’ roles.103 As Yvonne D. Sims writes, ‘Hattie McDaniel 

arguably encountered the most resistance from studios and audiences alike: They were 

unable to see her as any character other than Mammy, and she came to epitomize Mammy 

in her public life’.104 During her acceptance speech at 12th Academy Awards ceremony in 

1940, Hattie McDaniel expressed her hope that her achievement would bring with it 

increased opportunities for her African Americans in Hollywood. This would not prove to 

be the case, and is especially meaningful when one thinks of the recent controversy over 

the lack of diversity at the 88th Academy Awards ceremony, dubbed ‘Oscars So White’.105 

The Association of Black Women Historians ended their open letter with the statement 

that: 

We respect the stellar performances of the African American actresses in this film. Indeed, 
this statement is in no way a criticism of their talent. It is, however, an attempt to provide 
context for this popular rendition of black life in the Jim Crow South. In the end, The Help 
is not a story about the millions of hardworking and dignified black women who labored in 
white homes to support their families and communities. Rather, it is the coming-of-age 
story of a white protagonist, who uses myths about the lives of black women to make sense 
of her own.106 

 

Thus, while many scholars have seen fit to note the artistic achievements of actresses such 

as Hattie McDaniel and Butterfly McQueen in GWTW, these positive readings should be 

tempered by the knowledge that, for many people, the entrenchment of these stereotypical 

(and mythic) characters stunted progress for African Americans in the Arts for decades to 

follow.107 Like the African American cast of The Help (2011), Mammy, Prissy and the rest 

of the Black actors in GWTW exist primarily to further the advancement of their ‘white’ 

families and to extend a narrative of race relations that was palatable to white financiers in 

Hollywood and the movie-going public at large.   

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
103 Zeisler, Feminism and Pop Culture p. 32  
104 Yvonne D. Sims, Women of Blaxploitation: How the Black Action Film Heroine Changed American 
Popular Culture (North Carolina: McFarland & Company, Inc, Publishers, 2006) p. 11  
105 Cara Buckley, ‘Another Oscar Year, Another All-White Ballot’, The New York Times, January 15, 2016 
available at http://www.nytimes.com/2016/01/16/movies/oscar-ballot-is-all-white-for-another-
year.html?_r=0 [accessed February 17th 2016];  
Tim Gray, ‘Academy Nominates All White Actors for Second Year in Row’, Variety, January 14, 2016 
available at http://variety.com/2016/biz/news/oscar-nominations-2016-diversity-white-1201674903/ 
[accessed February 17th 2016] 
106 Association of Black Women Historians, ‘An Open Statement to the Fans of The Help’  
107 Thomas Cripps ‘Winds of Change: Gone With the Wind and Racism as a National Issue’ in Pyron., 
Recasting: Gone With the Wind p. 144; Hale., Making Whiteness p. 111; Haskell., Frankly My Dear p. 209 



! 123!

Ultimately, the character of Mammy demonstrated the extent to which both Mitchell and 

Selznick and, indeed, the American public, clung to and cherished particular feminine 

stereotypes and mythologies of the South. In their depiction of white Southern femininity 

in the characters of Ellen O’Hara and Melanie Wilkes, and, most damagingly, in the 

extenuation of the Mammy stereotype, both author and producer cemented in American 

popular culture these tropes, the memory of which has been all but impossible to erase 

from the popular imagination. This verifies Jones’ assertion that, ‘Perhaps this is what 

makes the novel both peculiarly southern and internationally popular. It articulates, 

challenges, and finally confirms the traditional view of the nature and roles of the 

sexes.’108 Within the parameters of the text, Mitchell (and Selznick) make it clear that the 

Old South comes out on top, and, within this system, white Southern womanhood, as 

embodied by Ellen and Melanie, is the ideal. Ultimately, it is left to Scarlett O’Hara to 

offer the reader and viewer an alternative model of behaviour, the results of which are laid 

out in order for them to clearly identify the ‘rights’ and ‘wrongs’ of Mitchell’s heroine, 

before ascertaining a judgment over appropriate feminine conduct.109 In the context of the 

1930s, GWTW clearly expressed that in the face of great hardship, the most appropriate 

and lady-like conduct was best achieved through the quiet stoicism of Ellen O’Hara and 

Melanie Wilkes, as opposed to the dogged and aggressive determination of Scarlett, whose 

wish it is to not only survive but to thrive in the ‘New’ South. J. E. Smyth discusses the 

particular appeal of such a heroine to Depression-era audiences: 

 

Scarlett begins to physically resemble the women of colour on the plantation, wearing 
clothes of the same fabric and style as Mammy and Prissy and staring back bleakly at the 
camera, sunburned, sweaty, with frizzy haired. Her dishevelled and racially ambiguous 
image also resonates with images by Dorothea Lange and Margaret Bourke-White of 
America’s Depression-era women, adding a Civil War version of the 1930s migrant 
mother.110 
 
While it is true that Scarlett suffered in much the same way as many women experienced 

during the Great Depression when faced with poverty and migration, she is no less mythic 

than the subject of Dorothea Lange’s most famous photograph, ‘Migrant Mother’. As will 

be shown, documentary photography and works of fiction steeped in the reality of the Dust 

Bowl crisis were as likely, if not more, to rely on stereotypes of womanhood to further a 

conservative and New-Deal sanctioned gender model. 
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(Fig. 36) John Steinbeck pamphlet, ‘Their Blood Is Strong’ (1938) National Steinbeck 
Center   
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(Fig. 37) ‘Destitute pea pickers in California. Mother of seven children. Age thirty-two. 
Nipomo, California. Near San Jose Mission. March 1935’ – Dorothea Lange, Library of 

Congress Prints and Photographs Division, Washington D.C.  
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(Fig. 38) ‘Migrant Agricultural worker’s family. Seven children without food. Mother 
aged thirty-two. Nipomo, California. Feb 1936 – Dorothea Lange, Library of Congress 
Prints and Photographs Division, Washington D.C. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

(Fig. 39) Migrant Agricultural worker’s family. Seven children without food. Mother aged 
thirty-two. Nipomo, California. Feb 1936 – Dorothea Lange, Library of Congress Prints 
and Photographs Division, Washington D.C. 
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(Fig. 40) ‘Migrant agricultural worker’s family. Seven hungry children. Mother aged 

thirty-two. Father is a native Californian. Destitute in pea picker’s camp, Nipomo, 
California, because of the failure of the early pea crop. These people had just sold their tent 

in order to buy food. Of the twenty-five hundred people in this camp most of them were 
destitute’ – Dorothea Lange, Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division, 

Washington D.C. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
(Fig. 41) ‘Young Negro Wife cooking breakfast, outskirts of El Paso, Texas. “Do you 

suppose I’d be out on the highway cooking my steak if I had it good at home?” 
Occupations: hotel maid, cook, laundress. 1938 June. Dorothea Lange, Library of 

Congress Prints and Photographs Division, Washington D.C.
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Chapter Four: ‘What can I say about journalism? […] It is the mother of literature’: 

Motherhood as Art in Dorothea Lange’s ‘Migrant Mother’ (1936) and John 
Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath (1939) 

 
 

If there are transient camps, and better working conditions, and a permanent agency 
seeking to help migratory workers, Lange, with her still pictures that have been reproduced 

in thousands of newspapers, and in magazines and Sunday supplements, and Steinbeck, 
with two novels, a play, and a motion picture, have done more for these tragic nomads than 

all the politicians of the country.  
 

- Pare Lorentz1 

In his ‘Statement in support of projects to establish camps for migrants in California,’ 

dated August 1935, economist Paul Schuster Taylor (and soon-to-be husband to Dorothea 

Lange), wrote that, ‘it [the report] will demonstrate a way to clean up the human debris 

which now litters the highways and fields in the richest and most fertile valleys of the 

state.’2 The ‘human debris’ of Taylor’s report had, by this point of the Great Depression, 

motivated a litany of concerned sociologists, anthropologists, journalists and artists to 

participate in what would come to be known as one of the most expansive documentary 

efforts in modern history.3 Chief among the participants of this documentary tradition was 

John Steinbeck, novelist and playwright turned reporter, who, in a series of articles and 

field trips for the San Francisco News, recorded the plight of the migrants as they 

struggled to find work and survive in California. In what could be considered a miniature 

of his famed work, The Grapes of Wrath, Steinbeck published a collection of his articles 

from the 1935-6 period in a 1938 pamphlet entitled, ‘Their Blood Is Strong’. Within this 

pamphlet, Steinbeck wrote: 

 

At the season of the year when California’s great crops are coming into harvest, the heavy 
grapes, the prunes, the apples and lettuce and the rapidly maturing cotton, our highways 
swarm with the migrant workers, that shifting group of nomadic, poverty-stricken 
harvesters, driven by hunger and the threat of hunger […] 4 
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In the introduction to this pamphlet, San Francisco newspaper columnist John D. Barry 

lauded the importance of Steinbeck’s fiction and non-fiction: ‘His material deals with the 

humbler aspects of life, where people struggle desperately against adverse conditions […] 

His sympathies are, not with the special people, but with those at a disadvantage, solely in 

need of a gifted and valiant literary champion.’5 It is significant that the photograph chosen 

for the cover of this pamphlet was one taken by Dorothea Lange (see Fig. 36). The image 

is of a young mother breastfeeding her infant child, her eyes fixed on the camera with both 

a stunned and arresting facial expression. The use of this image underscores the symbiotic 

relationship between the 1930s photographic output of Dorothea Lange and John 

Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath (1939).6  Both Steinbeck and Lange utilised images of 

motherhood in their artistic recording of the Great Depression, using their respective 

platforms to provide a specific, gendered and conservative commentary on American 

society in the period. Where women in the fiction of James M. Cain were depicted as 

dangerous should they venture into the world of business and commerce, Steinbeck’s 

Grapes of Wrath and Lange’s ‘Migrant Mother’ (re)produced immediately identifiable, 

mythic representations of motherhood which served to reinforce a conservative and New-

Deal sanctioned commentary on gender. The New Deal ushered in an era of unprecedented 

social change, as the government tried to combat the devastation wrought by the financial 

collapse.  

 

By the close of the decade, 3.5 million Americans were forced to migrate from the Great 

Plains as a result of severe drought that swept the region and destroyed farmland.7 Many of 

what came to be known as the ‘Dust Bowl’ migrants travelled to California, eager to seek 

employment in the agricultural promised land of the West Coast. The New Deal aimed to 

alleviate the social crisis that developed as a result of the mass migration, creating 

government departments tasked with highlighting the plight of the people affected by the 

farming crisis and economic collapse. One such department was the Farming Security 

Administration (an offshoot of the Resettlement Administration) that was established by 

Rexford Tugwell in 1935. As Linda Gordon notes, ‘The photography project, intended as a 

minor appendage of the FSA’s public-relations section became, unexpectedly, its most 

influential activity’.8 Head of department Roy Stryker recognised the growing importance 
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of photographs to newspapers and magazines, and sought to use print media as an outlet 

for FSA photography.9  

 

Unlike the previous chapters in this thesis, the representations of women that form the 

basis of this discussion were rendered from the artists’ exposure to the real casualties of the 

Great Depression. Photographer Dorothea Lange and novelist John Steinbeck spent vast 

amounts of time in migrant camps, painstakingly recording the plight of the migrants and 

filtering their ‘finds’ in the form of pamphlets and his most esteemed novel, The Grapes of 

Wrath (1936) and, in the case of Lange, in captioned photographs numbering the 

thousands. While Lange and Steinbeck were both involved in the documentary impulse 

that gripped writers and artists throughout the decade, their most prized works are artistic 

representations, (first and foremost). In both The Grapes of Wrath and ‘Migrant Mother’ 

respectively, both author and photographer reproduce time-honored representations of 

motherhood, with the effect that, even in the most democratic of mediums, a traditional 

and patriarchal view of gender was promoted. Lange became known as the ‘mother’ of 

documentary photography as ‘Migrant Mother’ became representative of the suffering of 

migrants throughout the period. Steinbeck, on the other hand, creates one of the most 

famous mothers in American literature, the nameless Ma Joad, who comes to represent all 

women – all mothers, in a text that Steinbeck ends with a tableaux of motherhood 

espousing the women’s redemptive potential in the reawakening of communality. Within 

the wider context of this study, it is instructive that within this ‘documentary’ tradition, 

both Steinbeck and Lange participated in this representation of women as mythic beings, 

defined almost entirely through their role as mother and caretaker. As with advertising, 

animation, and literary works explored in previous chapters, the ‘documentary’ tradition 

was not impervious to developing mythic tropes that added to a visual culture fixated with 

traditional notions of gender and, specifically, womanhood.  

 

Despite its modern outlook in terms of commitment to implementing a welfare system, the 

New Deal was discriminatory towards non-white ethnic groups and women. Nadasen, 

Mittelstadt and Chappell write that:  

 

[…] ADC [Aid to Dependent Children] reinforced women’s roles as caretakers in the 
domestic realm with white middle-class conceptions of women’s gender roles […]  
Gender assumptions proscribed ADC’s value and placement in the hierarchy of state 
programs because women were its primary beneficiaries. Roosevelt and the architects of 
the Social Security Act viewed male workers – not women – as the cornerstone of the 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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capitalist, democratic system and as the key to the smooth functioning of society. Through 
their labor and earnings, men supported themselves as well as women and children. 
Therefore, the programs that received exalted status were those that provided male 
breadwinners with economic security.10 
 

In what Linda Gordon refers to as a ‘maculinist vision of useful labor’, this discriminatory 

process applied to women elsewhere – such as teachers and some sixteen hundred federal 

employees.11  Lange herself experienced discrimination in the FSA: she was paid the same 

as Arthur Rothstein, despite being twenty years his senior and therefore more 

experienced.12 As Gordon writes: ‘Although Stryker had been bowled over by her 

photographs, he set wages in line with the ideology then justifying why women were paid 

less: that she was not responsible for a family and had a husband to support her’.13 Male 

conceptions of gendered labor and pay structure thus filtered from the top – Franklin 

Roosevelt, to his department heads and then the workers themselves, in much the same 

manner as the female employees experienced at the Painting and Inking Department at the 

Walt Disney Studios, and the Home Service Department at General Mills. Lange operated 

within a ‘white man’s space’, as with her contemporaries – forging her way in a workplace 

that, though better than many, was hostile toward female employees.14 

 

Even when the subject matter stemmed from the real-life experiences of the Dust Bowl 

migrants, the ‘documentary’ impulse of Steinbeck and Lange could also be aligned with 

the work of animators and other authors and filmmakers of the decade, whose cultural 

products proffered the same message – that women could best serve the nation when their 

role was restricted to homemaking and/or mothering.  This chapter will explore the 

concept and application of motherhood as it is depicted in Lange’s FSA photographic file, 

and as it is designed in Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath. It will be argued that in these 

works, an overarching belief in the conservative role of the female in a patriarchal society 

is made explicit. Both Steinbeck and Lange recognised motherhood as a universal symbol 

through which the human impact of the Depression could best be illustrated. The 

problematic nature of ‘Migrant Mother’ as a documentary source, combined with its 

iconisation over the other photographs in the sequence, or similar photographs of different 

ethnic groups, obscures its history and importance. Similarly, Steinbeck’s characterisation 
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of Rose of Sharon, alongside the inverted final ‘image’ of his novel, suggests that his 

representation of femininity is used, first and foremost, to comment on the American 

nightmare in which Depression-era migrants found themselves. Ultimately, the case will be 

made that both Lange and Steinbeck reproduced feminine ‘types’ that would be 

immediately recognisable and palatable to their 1930s audience, with both works 

underpinning conservative ideologies as they related to female roles, behaviours, and 

cultural prejudices.  

 

‘Mother of the Farm Security Administration’: Dorothea Lange’s Representation of 
Migrant Motherhood 

 

Compelled to venture outside of her photography studio and into the streets of San 

Francisco, Dorothea Lange turned her photographic focus towards documenting the human 

effect of the Great Depression, as she witnessed it.15 Recalling her change of focus in the 

mid-thirties, Lange stated in a 1964 interview that, upon witnessing the human suffering 

first-hand, she became, ‘a real social observer. Luckily my eyes were open to it. I could 

have been like all the other people on that highway and not seen it. As we don’t see what’s 

right before us. We don’t see it till someone tells us. But this I discovered myself. This 

thing they call social erosion.’16 This ‘social erosion’, beginning in the westward tracks of 

Dust Bowl migrants fleeing the wasteland of the Midwestern states of their origin, and 

culminating in the outskirts of the agricultural valleys of California, were of extreme 

importance to Steinbeck, a Salinas Valley and California native, and Lange, who by that 

time had been resident in San Francisco for almost two decades. Both writer and 

photographer recognised a duty to utilise their specific talents for a higher purpose. This is 

not to say that their motivations were strictly humanitarian: Lange was employed during 

this period by different branches of the Farm Security Administration (later the 

Resettlement Administration), and as such received a salary – whilst Steinbeck was a 

working novelist.17 However, both Lange and Steinbeck recorded in their visual and 

textual record the notable effects of the Depression on the American family, producing in 

their respective works indelible images of motherhood that reveal much about American 

cultural values and gender associations of the period.  
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Dorothea Lange’s ‘Migrant Mother’ (1936) was immediately recognised as the most 

important image of the Depression decade, and continues to be widely noted as one of the 

most well-known, circulated and reproduced image of the Great Depression.18 When one 

considers the saturation of images during the period, and the extent to which the modern 

scholar’s perceptions of the era are informed through exposure to the output of 

documentary photographers, this statement gains greater credence still. Similarly, one of 

the most important characters of John Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath (and his fiction as 

a whole) is Ma Joad, who, as described by Nellie Y. McKay, ‘fulfills her highest calling in 

the realm of wife and motherdom’.19 Whilst Ma Joad is given some of the most memorable 

moments throughout the text, it is her daughter, Rose of Sharon, who leaves the most 

memorable impression, placed within a tableaux of ‘mothering’ at the novel’s closing. The 

New York Times declared in April 1939 that, ‘the most memorable scene is the last one 

[…] everything in the book leads up to it,’ a statement validated by the sheer volume of 

contemporary reviews and subsequent scholarly readings that debated the artistic merit (or 

lack thereof) of the final scene.20 Steinbeck, in these closing pages, extended the ‘image’ of 

mother and child that had been a central feature of Dorothea Lange’s body of work, as 

exemplified in “Migrant Mother”. As such, Steinbeck unforgettably put into words the 

images of nurturance that had been captured by Lange in the preceding years, in what can 

be considered a wider discourse of motherhood. Where Lange considered it necessary for 

her photographs to be accompanied by text in order for the full meaning to be conveyed, so 

too did Steinbeck, who valued the interplay of text and image equally as high.  

 

Upon the much-publicised death of Florence Owen Thompson (Lange’s ‘Migrant Mother’) 

in 1983, historian and curator Therese Hayman wrote to the Thompson family: ‘The 

special relationship of the Migrant Mother photograph to the life of Dorothea Lange and to 

American photography is of great interest […] Together we have been involved in a 

moment in history and each of these unusual women, Florence Thompson and Dorothea 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
18 Erin Royston Battat, Ain’t Got No Home: America’s Great Migrations and the Making of an Interracial 
Left (USA: The University of North Carolina Press, 2014) p. 95; J. Curtis, Mind’s Eye Mind’s Truth: FSA 
Photography Reconsidered (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1989) p. viii; Andrea Fisher, Let Us Now 
Praise Famous Women: Women Photographers for the US Government 1935 to 1944 (New York: Pandora 
Press, 1987) p. 10; Goldberg, The Power of Photography p. 136; 
Levine, The Unpredictable Past p. 258; Miles Orvell, American Photography (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2003) p. 145; Robert Hariman & John Louis Lucaites, No Caption Needed: Iconic Photographs, 
Public Culture, and Liberal Democracy (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2007) p. 11 
19 Nellie Y. McKay, ‘ “Happy (?) Wife-and-Motherdom”: The Portrayal of Ma Joad in John Steinbeck’s The 
Grapes of Wrath” in David Wyatt [Ed.], New Essays on The Grapes of Wrath (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1990) p. 66 
20 Charles Poore “Books of the Times”, New York Times, 14 April 1939 in Joseph R. McElrath, Jesse S. 
Shillinglaw & Susan Shillinglaw [Eds.], John Steinbeck: The Contemporary Reviews (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 1996) p. 153 



! 134!

Lange, contributed to that time, the 1930s, in their own way.’21 The message of Hayman’s 

letter was echoed in the pages of the popular press, as journalists lamented the death of 

‘Florence Thompson, the ‘Migrant Mother,’ who was immortalised and transformed into a 

symbol of the Great Depression by Dorothea Lange.22 As far as Dorothea Lange and the 

subject of her most famous photograph can be considered ‘unusual’, both women lived 

through the Great Depression: one – as a photographer whose job it was to provide a visual 

record of the ravages of the Depression and the other, – a woman whose family had no 

choice but to move repeatedly in the quest to find work and sustenance during the worst 

years of the decade. Dorothea Lange’s prominence in the world of photography was 

unusual for a woman during the period. In an interview, Lange discussed the difficulties 

for her gender in pursuing the ‘field work’ that came to define her work: ‘If the boys had 

not been taken from me by circumstance, I might have said to myself, ‘I would do this, but 

I can’t because…’ as so many women say to themselves over and over again, which is one 

reason why men have the advantage.’23 Andrea Fisher argues of the centrality of Lange 

alongside other female Farm Security Administration photographers such as Marion Post 

Wolcott, in a public discourse over ‘notions of the masculine and feminine,’ which was in 

flux throughout the decade.24 Clearly, the very presence of women, and their active role as 

documentarians of the plight of American families, demonstrated, as Judith Fryer argues, 

‘the shift from woman as subject to women as makers.’25 And yet, moving away from a 

gendered or sentimental reading of women photographers that has dominated much of the 

scholarly material, it seems far more pertinent to stress the power imbalance that 

characterises much of the FSA record, which is clearly demonstrated in the history of the 

most famous output of the decade, ‘Migrant Mother’ and her creator, Dorothea Lange.26  

 

Roy Stryker, director of the Resettlement Administration (RA), expressed the purpose of 

the government department in a 1935 letter to Lange: ‘I am terribly glad that the 

photographs have had such wide use. That, after all, is the first purpose of our existence – 
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to get as much good publicity as we can for the Resettlement Administration (my 

emphasis).’27 He went on to specify to Lange that her task was to ‘vary the diet,’ of the 

exhibits with some ‘western poverty’, where ‘some good representative pictures of the 

various types of agricultural activity,’ would be beneficial to the work of the department as 

a whole.28 It is therefore evident that Lange began her career with the RA with a clear 

mandate from her superior. That she felt a higher purpose and responsibility to act for the 

common good is not in question – but it is salient to note that as a government employee, 

she was part of what many historians have described as a wider New Deal propaganda 

machine operating throughout the decade.29 As William Stott writes in his examination of 

the documentary impulse at work throughout the period in relation to Roosevelt’s New 

Deal government, ‘It made the weapon that undermined the establishment part of the 

establishment.’30 Government-mandated propaganda or good publicity could therefore set 

the tone for New Deal policies and directives before the media had a chance to criticise 

them, thus proving a very valuable tool, particularly following Herbert Hoover’s 

presidency that had been mired by negative press. 

 

In other words, the New Deal recognised the importance and opportunity provided by the 

Arts – by which I mean, writers, photographers, artists – to document America and convey 

a sense of American resiliency and endurance at the nation’s time of need.31 As such, 

Lange operated in her field as a government agent tasked with capturing on film images of 

the agricultural situation and migrant labour designed to necessitate New Deal policies and 

a liberal agenda. Lange realised her task, writing to Stryker in February 1936 (shortly 

before the publication of ‘Migrant Mother’) that, ‘I am mailing you today four hard-boiled 

publicity negatives made for this office […] I cannot foresee what I will find or exactly 

where and when I will find it.’32 Her use of the term ‘hard-boiled’ is interesting, in that 

clearly the photographer felt that it was the duty of the RA to provide the American public 
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with stark, vivid images of the hardships being felt by a huge segment of the migrating 

population. Lange’s usage of ‘hard-boiled’ also fostered a specific link between the 

photographic output of the RA, and the literary genre of the 1930s of the same name, 

popularised by authors such as James M. Cain and Raymond Chandler. Her words here 

seem to foreshadow her memory of the events leading up to her ‘Migrant Mother’ 

sequence:  

 

I was following my instinct, not reason; I drove into that wet and soggy camp and parked 
my car like a homing pigeon.  
I saw and approached the hungry and desperate mother, as if drawn by a magnet. I do not 
remember how I explained my presence or my camera to her, but I do remember she asked 
me no questions. I made five exposures, working closer and closer from the same 
direction. I did not ask her name or her history. She told me her age, that she was 32. She 
said that they had been living on frozen vegetables from the surrounding fields, and birds 
that the children had killed. She had just sold the tires from her car to buy food. There she 
sat in that lean-to tent with her children huddled around her, and she seemed to know that 
my pictures might help her, and so she helped me. There was a sort of equality about it.33 
 

Lange’s recollection of the damp, March day in 1936 when she took her most famous 

series of negatives is problematic in the sense that the memory was recounted (and printed) 

some thirty years after the events took place. However, the article itself brings to the fore 

several points of discussion that have been central to readings of ‘Migrant Mother’ over 

the past three decades. First, the mythology that is attached to images that are canonized as 

‘iconic’ is evident in the framing of Lange’s memory.34 Drawn to the camp and then the 

mother by ‘instinct’, Lange provides the interviewer and readers of Popular Photography 

with a narrative that feeds into the mythic stature of her subjects. In 1964 Thompson had 

not yet been revealed as the woman in the photograph, and it would be a further decade 

until her identity and ethnic heritage would be revealed, motivated by the need to procure 

funds for urgent medical treatment. When the identity of ‘Migrant Mother’ became known, 

the public learnt that Thompson’s ‘fame’ was tinged by a profound sense of shame, over 

her poverty-stricken circumstances forever immortalised by Lange’s image, combined with 

anger over a lack of financial recompense.35  

 

Moreover, Lange’s statement that, ‘there was a sort of equality about it,’ is especially 

problematic when one considers the power imbalance between the photographer and the 
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poverty-stricken subject in any form of ‘documentary’ photography’.36 Indeed, the 

subsequent accounts from Thompson in the lead up to her death suggested that the subject 

of ‘Migrant Mother’ felt no such equality, and, in fact, felt that her poverty had been 

exploited, particularly given the fact that she and her family had not received any financial 

aid in the moment of the photograph’s release in 1936, or thereafter.37 As Sleglinde Lemke 

discusses, Lange’s ‘Migrant Mother’ underscores the inherent problems of poverty studies 

in its ambiguous nature: 

 

Lange’s classic portrait is a prototype of poverty portraiture, and at the same time it 
illustrates the underlying paradox of representation […] A close look at this visual icon of 
American poverty reveals that its iconicity rests on a peculiar dialectic. It is almost a vexed 
image because it shows economic scarcity as well as human dignity.38  
 

By far the most arresting aspect of Lange’s photograph is the facial expression of 

Thompson: she stares into the distance, seemingly unaware or undisturbed by the presence 

of the camera and photographer, her eyes at once wearisome and stoic (see Fig. 37). In the 

series of photographs that led to this final exposure, Lange also photographed the woman 

as she nursed her youngest child. This image, however, was deemed imperfect and 

unsuitable for mass exposure, as the mother’s facial expression suggested unease and 

shame, something that the FSA/RA tried hard to avoid in their body of work, opting 

instead for images that captured a sense of stoicism and dignity (see Fig. 38).39  

 

Before considering the sequence of images taken by Lange that day in more detail, it is 

worth examining the cultural nexus that influenced both the capturing of the ‘perfect’ 

image of the migrant mother, and its vast circulation and appeal to the American public. As 

Miles Orvell explains in American Photography, the iconic photograph rests on a very 

specific axis: 

 

A photograph is coded in both a denotative and a connotative way. Its denotative meaning 
is what the image shows us, the subject; its connotative meaning is how the image is 
shown, the various cultural and aesthetic codes that tell us more fully what it means.40 
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Thus, on a cultural level, the image (when considered as the final photograph of a 

sequence) tells us a great deal about American cultural values, as filtered by Dorothea 

Lange and other New Deal photographers, during the Depression years. In what is by far 

the most exhaustive and persuasive reading of Lange’s sequence on that damp March Day, 

James Curtis argues that, ‘She created a portrait that incorporated elements she knew her 

contemporaries would understand and find worthy of support.’41 Where Lange began 

photographing the family from a distance, her exposures capturing the lean-to sheltering 

the Thompson family from the elements and the children, ranging in age from near-

teenager to the infant held by the mother, Lange’s ‘focus’ contracted, withdrawing 

elements, frame by frame, that she knew would be problematic to a middle-class audience 

(see Fig. 39 & 40).42 Thus, the teenager was omitted, on account of her presence leading to 

questions regarding the age that the mother (identified as being 32) began bearing 

children.43 The remaining children were encouraged to huddle around their mother, faces 

turned inward, reducing the final image to the bare minimum: the anxious face of a mother 

whose family was facing uncertainty and starvation, the faceless children thus becoming 

the children of everyone who viewed the image. The true value of Lange’s images only 

become clear when they are examined in sequence – when this is done, the true 

‘documentarian’ impulse is made clear, as they bear witness to one family’s specific 

situation in the frozen pea-camp in Nipomo in 1936. The bleakness of their surroundings is 

made evident, and they appear ‘boxed in’, not only within the confines of the photograph 

but in the close proximity of their makeshift ‘home’. Half-open suitcases and ramshackle 

chairs occupy the foreground, doubling up as furniture in the family’s now three-sided 

sitting room, with litter on either side of the children, as well as an open box, the typeface 

of the company only partially visible, standing as the only marker of American commerce 

within the image’s frame.  

 

The image deemed unsuitable on account of the mother’s downcast facial expression is, in 

many ways, the more valuable/truthful image – and certainly the most representative of 

images of motherhood that infused both popular culture and Lange’s own body of work 

(preceded, of course, by the image of the nursing mother that acted as the frontispiece to 

Steinbeck’s Their Blood Is Strong). In this photograph, the home appliances pictured (gas 

lamp, plate) stand in stark contrast to the log that supports the fabric that acts as a buffer to 

the family during the cold weather and storms that had rendered the pea-pickers camp 
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frozen and, therefore, unworkable. Although out-of-focus, the bleakness of the background 

is made clear through the unoccupied land and with its lack of activity. Although her eyes 

are downcast and her facial expression solemn, her body language suggests a strength and 

endurance in the tight hold that she has on her infant child, fulfilling, in the process, 

Lange’s ‘brief’ that her subjects appear stoic in the face of hardship.  

 

And so for the final image to be heralded as the emblem of the documentary photography 

of the period, and for Lange and her contemporaries to have known that that image, more 

than any other, contained the ‘essence’ or representative type that the RA was looking for, 

betrays the documentary in favour of art and, in particular, the iconology of motherhood as 

art. Lange, in her KQED interview in 1964, expressed her awareness of the pitfalls of 

photographing a segment of the population to which she (and her colleagues) did not 

belong: ‘Well, of course, you can’t communicate anything you don’t know yourself, and if 

you use the camera as an exploratory medium, as we did in the FSA […] They think we 

went out as illustrators of something that we understood perfectly well: it isn’t true, I’m 

sure that’s not true.’44 Rather, Lange and the other FSA photographers had to find, on their 

field trips, representative types that could be recognised by the American populace, or, as 

Lange described, something that was ‘utterly familiar’.45 On ‘Migrant Mother’, Lange 

discussed the universal appeal that seemed to characterise it:  

 

Sometimes I think that the things like the Mona Lisa, the great things are the things that 
have the greatest number of interpretations. They just set people off. But I look at that and 
wonder why, what is it? In a small way, in a very small way, my own photograph of the 
Migrant Mother takes all over the world and I don’t know why. I have no idea. It seems to 
me that I see things like that all the time, I don’t understand it.46 
 

In her decision that day to ask the real ‘Migrant Mother’ for the least possible information, 

and in her failure to faithfully record in her field notes the specifics of the family, Lange 

herself ensured that her image would be a symbolic and aesthetic representation, as 

opposed to a fastidious document.47 As Miles Orvell writes, ‘the individual functioned as 

an emblem, a representative of a type and of a condition.’48 Lange not only captured an 

image of one mother and her children, but (re)produced an image that was infused with 

religious overtones. Many scholars have attributed the popularity of ‘Migrant Mother’ to 
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the subject’s resemblance (or, deliberate positioning) of the subjects in order to evoke the 

viewer’s association of the ‘Madonna and Child’ iconography of the Christian faith.49 By 

doing so, the inferior of the subject was made superior, in her elevated status as the pieta 

figure, whose suffering comes to stand for the suffering of all mankind.50 There can be 

little doubt that Lange, who began her career as a portrait photographer, could be unaware 

of the traditional positioning of women and children in this vein, nor could she be ignorant 

to the emotional response that it would be likely to produce in its viewers. Ultimately, the 

importance of the ‘Madonna and Child’ aspect of ‘Migrant Mother’ lies in its 

reconfiguring of the female body as the site of social unrest. This, John Steinbeck would 

continue in The Grapes of Wrath, but here, Lange invites the viewer to see in her ‘Migrant 

Mother’ the human aspect of the Great Depression as it was being experienced throughout 

the country. Through omission, the absence of a father generates a response likely to elicit 

a primal and vital reaction from the contemporary viewer to provide sustenance and 

comfort to a struggling woman and her children, or, perhaps more clearly, to assume the 

role of male provider.51 What is important here is that Lange, in positioning the mother and 

her children and in the cropping of the image, reproduces an iconic image of motherhood 

that, in the context of the Great Depression, performed a pedagogical function regarding 

appropriate gender roles.52  

 

As Robert Hariman and John Lucaites discuss, ‘Iconic photographs reproduce traditional 

social roles, and they present all this as the transparent depiction of reality.’53 It is 

important, however, to remember that ‘Migrant Mother’ is one of many Lange 

photographs featuring women and children and, more specifically, women nursing their 

children. As such, the prominence of her most famous image both in its own time and for 

decades thereafter reveals much about prevailing gender attitudes. In the context of the 

1930s, the FSA were explicitly tasked with furthering a New Deal agenda centering on the 

American family and perseverance in the face of great disaster. As Linda Gordon writes, 

‘almost every New Deal policy rested on family wage assumptions – that men should be 

able to support wives and children single-handedly, and that wives should not be employed 
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– aimed to strengthen the male breadwinner family.’54 While Gordon then goes on to make 

a case that Lange’s body of work demonstrated the opposite – that women were 

independent and that she was as likely to produce images of women that fought against 

prevalent ‘Earth Mother’ stereotypes, it is clear that the most popular representation of 

migrant women in photography, described by Wendy Kozol as ‘Madonnas of the Field’, 

found its keenest and most celebrated expression in Lange’s ‘Migrant Mother’.55 

 

  

In a 1934 article for Camera Craft article, Willard Van Dyke wrote of Lange’s 

photography, ‘Her individual shots cannot tell the whole story, nor has she any plan of 

sequence – it is only in the broad scope of her life’s work, the constant reiteration of 

climaxes, that her commentary upon humanity is to be found.’56 Lange echoed this 

sentiment in her 1964 interview for KEQD with her statement that, ‘Your file of 

photographs, of negatives, is your biography.’57 Of course, coming to be known first and 

foremost as the photographer of ‘Migrant Mother’ and the mother of the FSA and 

documentary photography has obscured Lange’s long career, during which time she not 

only worked as an employee of the New Deal government, but also as a portrait 

photographer in the years preceding the Depression, and as a war reporter documenting the 

internment of Japanese Americans during WWII.58 However, if we restrict our scope to the 

decade in which she is most often associated – the 1930s, and to the images she captured 

during this period, one striking theme emerges. As Zoe Brown writes, ‘Lange’s Depression 

work may be seen in one way as a monument to the ideal of the American family.’59 Here, 

Brown refers to Langes’ assiduous recording of agrarian families of all ethnicities during 

the period, although this reading is troubled by the fact that so much of her canon in fact 

depicts broken families. Sandra S. Phillips argues that, within the context of the New Deal, 

emphasis on the family translated as an explicit affirmation of the role of the community, 

both of which converged in Lange’s photographic record.60 However, unlike the directors 

of the FSA, Lange was keen to push a racially inclusive portrait of the American family, a 
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facet of her work that has been diluted by the prominence of ‘Migrant Mother’, which is 

largely seen as a representation of white motherhood.61  

 

Of course, this excludes one of the most ironic features of the photograph that became 

known decades after it reached iconic status: that ‘Migrant Mother’ was of Cherokee 

heritage, and as such, represented a portrait of Native American motherhood as opposed to 

the white, pioneer stock favored by the FSA. Much of the power of ‘Migrant Mother’, in 

fact, relied on the viewer assuming that the subject was white. Gary Gerstle describes the 

most important factors of identification in the photograph:  

 

It mattered both that this woman was native-born white … and that her primary female 
identity was that of a mother rather than of a worker … In cultural terms, the New Deal 
privileged the suffering of these Americans … Their suffering hurt the most. No 
photograph of an eastern European immigrant, black, or working woman during the decade 
came close to evoking a similar kind of response to that elicited by the migrant mother. 
She was the universal American; she was a mother; she was also a Nordic.62  
 

Race was not a dominant marker in John Steinbeck’s work and, in the Grapes of Wrath, 

the suffering of white Dust Bowl migrants is wrought as the most significant of the 

period.63 Unlike Steinbeck, many of Lange’s Depression-era representations of migrants 

depict Black and Mexican families and, as is often the case, non-white mothers engaged in 

the task of taking care of their children. Often these images were grouped together such as 

a series of four, ‘Mexican Women and Children,’ featuring women of three generations – 

grandmother, mother and child, looking after the infants of their respective families. In one 

exposure of an African American woman, the caption is especially telling. As the woman 

bends over, engaged in the task of cooking for her family, it reads ‘would I be outside on 

the highway if I had a place to cook?’ (see Fig. 41). In other sequences, Lange ‘groups’ 

together an image of an Oklahoman mother of five looking at a map with the 

accompanying caption, ‘ “Where is Tranquility, California?”’, her use of this caption at 

once documentary and simultaneously ironic in the juxtaposition of her dispossessed state 

and the lure of a place called Tranquility that motivated the migration of families such as 

hers. One of Lange’s most poignant sequences features a family that she identifies as the 

Howard family – whom she met once in 1935 encamped on U.S. highway 99 and, by 

chance, again in 1937. Writing in her field notes she quoted the mother as saying, ‘ “You 
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won’t find nobody’s struck it harder than we have”. In another sequence of photographs, of 

a Mexican woman and her young children dated March 1935, Lange’s inscription reads, ‘ 

“Please send my picture to the President & see if he will give me a piece of land. If I get 

the land, as I have no tools, I will dig with my hands.”’. Lange’s own captioning often 

made a causal link between the role of women as workers, and their symbiotic relationship 

with the production of crops, as exemplified in her photographs of a Mexican woman, the 

inscription reading, ‘On these workers the crops of California depend- Mexican brushing 

tomato plants near Indio’. Many of these photographs convey a strong sense of fortitude 

and endurance amongst women, impinged with a sense of shame in some over their 

circumstances and over their lack of family homestead, equipped with all of the ‘ideal’ 

domestic features of American family life.  

 

Clearly, then, the iconisation of ‘Migrant Mother’ has belied Lange’s frequent engagement 

with and documentation of women of all ethnic backgrounds throughout her field work in 

the 1930s.64 Erin Battat, in her examination of African American female sculptor Elizabeth 

Catlett, whose artistic productions of the 1930s set forth a specific representation of 

African American motherhood, argues that: 

 

[Lange’s] migrant mother photographs offered a racially inclusive symbol of the American 
“people” that celebrated motherhood as a universal experience that transcends race, 
ethnicity, class, region, and creed. However, in deriving solely from a European aesthetic 
tradition, these photographs suggest that mothers of color are mere variants of the white 
Madonna.65 
 

Here, Catlett refers to the overt use of religious symbolism in the photograph’s structure, 

with the migrant woman positioned in such a way as to recall the countless artistic 

productions of the Virgin Mary, most notably from the Italian Renaissance. 

Battat thus equates ‘Migrant Mother’ and other FSA photographs that have dominated 

scholarly discussions with a broader emphasis on white motherhood as a democratic and 

national ideal in the period. In her reading, gendered symbols were whitewashed in the 

period, though she is careful to point out that the prevalence of white symbols of 

motherhood cannot deny the presence of more racially-charged and inclusive 

representations of motherhood and the lived experiences of women of colour. Overall, 

Lange’s photography can be seen to produce a racially diverse composite of American 

women of the period. What is important, for the purposes of this discussion, is that the 
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representation of motherhood that was immediately celebrated and deemed to be the image 

of humanity in the period, was one that closely reproduced a dominant portrayal of white 

motherhood, with religious connotations of the ‘Madonna and Child’ motif that proved 

most popular among the middle-class. This representation, coupled with its sanctioning by 

Roy Stryker and the New Deal government, underscored the traditional, gender-based 

assumptions of appropriate female roles that characterised the era.  

 

And yet, when one probes further into Lange’s FSA record, moving beyond the tendency 

there has been to reduce her life’s work to one iconic image, it is immediately evident that 

she, as an artist and government employee seeking to ‘capture’ the essence of American 

life as it was, felt keenly the disconnect between American ideals, hopes and dreams, and 

the reality as it was experienced by thousands of contemporary women of all races. In what 

would echo one of the most strong indictments of the migrant situation in Steinbeck’s The 

Grapes of Wrath, many Lange photographs featured billboards that suggest the artifice 

behind the advertising that compelled many migrants to venture West.66 Whilst both artists 

produced works of art that expounded the notion of women’s redemptive potential, both 

Steinbeck and Lange also offered a critique of consumerism and gendered ideals, when 

faced with the ravages of the Great Depression.  
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(Fig. 42) ‘Billboard along U.S. 99 behind which three destitute families of migrants are 
camped. Kern County, California. 1938 Nov – Dorothea Lange, Library of Congress 
Prints and Photographs Division, Washington D.C. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
(Fig. 43) ‘Billboard on U.S. Highway 99 in California – National Advertising Campaign 
Sponsored by National Association of Manufacturers, 1937’, Dorothea Lange – Library of 
Congress, Prints and Photographs Division, Washington D.C.  
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(Fig. 44) ‘One of three families camped behind a billboard on U.S. 99 Kern County, 
California’ 1938 Nov. Dorothea Lange – Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs 
Division, Washington D.C.  
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‘The Dream of the West’ versus The Nightmare of Consumerism in Dorothea 
Lange’s photography & John Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath  
 

 

One of the most interesting links between Steinbeck and Lange that is often overlooked is 

the manner in which both artists recorded the irony of the promise of the West versus the 

lived reality for migrant families, and particularly American women. As previously 

mentioned, images such as Lange’s ‘Young Negro wife cooking breakfast, outskirts of El 

Paso, Texas’, with the quote from the pictured woman reading, ‘ "Do you suppose I'd be 

out on the highway cooking my steak if I had it good at home?”’ reveals a great deal about 

the effects of the Great Depression on the every day lives of women. In this image, the 

African American female subject cooks on the highway because the highway has become 

her home. By including the car in the background of the photography, Lange suggested 

that this woman is in transit, utilising the highway as a kitchen because she has no other 

option. Similarly, she is hunched over, cooking at an awkward angle, as the coarse ground 

is bereft of the modern amenities designed to alleviate the discomfort of household tasks. 

The primitive aspects of the photograph stand in stark contrast, however, with Lange’s 

inclusion of modern products, such as the car and the frying pan, with the effect that the 

viewer is reminded that modern life does persist elsewhere. However, for migrants such as 

this woman, it has been halted due to their poor economic status and transitory condition. 

Where Lange’s captions often provide much of the subtext as in the ‘El Paso’ image, those 

featuring large advertising billboards offer the viewer the same critique, as in ‘California at 

Last: Billboard along U.S. 99 behind which three destitute families of migrants are 

camped. Kern County, California’ and ‘Enduring Life: Billboard on U.S. Highway 99 in 

California. National advertising campaign sponsored by National Association of 

Manufacturers’ (see Fig.42). In these photographs, Lange contrasts the journey of the 

migrants with the advertising message: ‘Next Time Take The Train: Travel While You 

Sleep’, with the cartoon image depicting a blissfully happy sleeping traveller, which 

becomes grotesque when posited against the migrant children who, gathered together 

underneath the giant billboard, are photographed beside their worldly possessions, forced 

to take shelter and rest in the shanty conditions shown as they make their journey westward 

with their families (see Fig. 43) While there are no migrants shown alongside Lange’s 

photograph, ‘World’s Highest Standard of Living: There’s No Way Like The American 

Way’, a campaign for an automobile company, the image of the idealised, white nuclear 

American family, featuring in-control (driving) father, and his smiling wife, children and 

family pet, contrasts sharply with the many photographs Lange captured of American 
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families either taking shelter or stranded on U.S. highway 99 as they made their journey 

West (see Fig. 44).  

 

That Steinbeck, too, was troubled by the countless advertising campaigns and pamphlets 

that saturated American society and were proven to be entirely misleading to migrants 

destined for (and residing within) California, is evident throughout The Grapes of Wrath. 

Matriarch Ma Joad, so often discussed in terms of her indomitable strength and 

unwavering surety of her family’s capacity to endure, in fact does falter during the course 

of the novel.67 Upon the return of her eldest son Tom, and shortly before the family 

continue their journey to California, she speaks of her concerns over the idyllic and glossy 

images displayed on pamphlets:  

 

‘She said, “Tom, I hope things is all right in California.” 

He turned and looked at her. “What makes you think they ain’t?” he asked. 

“Well – nothing. Seems too nice, kinda. I seen the han’bills fellas pass out, an’ how much 
work they is, an’ high wages an’ all’; an’ I seen in the paper how they want folks to come 
an’ pick grapes an’ oranges an’ peaches. That’d be nice work, Tom, pickin’ peaches. Even 
if they wouldn’t let you eat none, you could maybe snitch a little ratty one sometimes. An’ 
it’d be nice under the trees, workin’ in the shade. I’m scared of stuff so nice. I ain’t got 
faith. I’m scared somepin’ ain’t so nice about it.”’68 
 

Ma Joad, at this early stage in the novel’s development, reveals her fear over the veracity 

of the claims in the handbills being distributed. To her, the near-idyllic life portrayed is 

something to be wary of, not fully trusting the dreams and promises of California until she 

arrives there herself.69 Chronologically, Steinbeck’s next indictment of the falsity of the 

American dream as depicted in advertising occurs in one of the text’s inter-chapters, where 

the narration moves away from the specificity of the Joad family, relating the migrant 

situation temporally. Time magazine described these inter-chapters as, ‘[speaking] directly 

to the reader in panoramic essays on the social significance of the Okies’ story,’ much like 

his articles for the San Francisco News, collected in Their Blood Is Strong.70 Chapter 15 is 

devoted in its entirety to the events in one hamburger joint along U.S. Highway 66, 

described in an earlier chapter as ‘the main migrant road […] 66 is the mother road, the 
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road of flight.’71 Whilst U.S. Highway 99 was the focus of much of Lange’s photography, 

Highway 66 ran horizontally connecting the Midwest with the Californian state Highway 

99. Both highways were considered by photographer and writer to be representative of the 

migrant situation. Like the events and structure of the book itself, the events of this chapter 

come full circle. It opens, ‘All along 66 the hamburger stands,’ before listing a series of 

restaurant names, operated by, ‘Minnie or Susy or Mae,’ women whose names matter little, 

as they stand for the average working women who work ‘out front’ while their husbands 

work in the kitchen.72 The chapter closes, too, with the middle-aged female worker, the 

name ‘Mae’ decided upon, performing the same actions as she does on the chapter’s 

opening – wiping down the surface of the counter, and listing the homemade pies available 

that day to the businesses’ main and reliable trade - truckers. This provides a framing 

function, suggesting the repetitive and predictable nature of the business for its occupants. 

The advertising is described in detail, ‘The walls decorated with posters, bathing girls, 

blondes with big breasts and slender hips and waxen faces, in white bathing suits, and 

holding a bottle of Coca-Cola and smiling – see what you get with a Coca-Cola.’73 Slogans 

are listed too, all of them explicitly centering around women in their capacity to nurture or 

provide sexual titillation: ‘Pies Like Your Mother Used to Make,’ clearly appealing to the 

nostalgia provoked by memories of mothers providing nourishment and memories 

pertaining to cooking during childhood. In a darker tone, ‘Ladies May Smoke But Be 

Careful Where You Lay Your Butts’, and ‘Eat Here and Keep Your Wife for a Pet,’ the 

latter suggesting that the procurement of foods on offer will ‘free up’ the leisure time 

women have to amuse their husbands, once food preparation is removed from the 

equation.74 And yet, the carefree enjoyment of the posters, and the immediate gratification 

that they attest to, are not available to a large section of the population, as the ‘cars [whiz] 

viciously by on 66,’ and this is demonstrated clearly in one memorable episode.75 A clearly 

identifiable migrant family pulls up to the hamburger joint, in the search for supplies to aid 

their journey:  

 

The man took off his dark, stained hat and stood with a curious humility in front of the 
screen. “Could you see your way to sell us a loaf of bread, ma’am?” 
Mae said, “This ain’t a grocery store. We got bread to make san’widges.”  
“I know, ma’am.” His humility was insistent. “We need bread and there ain’t nothin’ for 
quite a piece, they say.”  
“ ‘F we sell bread we gonna run out.” Mae’s tone was faltering.  
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“We’re hungry,” the man said.  
“Whyn’t you buy a san’widge? We got nice san’widges, hamburgs.”  
“We’d sure admire to do that, ma’am. But we can’t. We got to make a dime do all of us.” 
And he said embarrassedly, “We ain’t got but a little.” 
Mae said, “You can’t get no loaf a bread for a dime. We only got fifteen-cent loafs.”  
From behind her Al growled, “ God Almighty, Mae, give ‘em bread.”76  
 

Here, then, Steinbeck makes explicit the connection between the false promise of the 

advertising campaigns when the reality of the migrant situation made it impossible for any 

items of convenience or luxury to be purchased. Interestingly, in this episode, in what calls 

to mind James M. Cain’s portrayal of Cora Papadakis as the ambitious and money-hungry 

drive of her roadside restaurant in The Postman Always Rings Twice, it is the female 

worker (Mae) who is reluctant to sell the desperate migrant family bread, caring more for 

her businesses’ profit margins than the wellbeing of her fellow man. In this chapter, 

Steinbeck illustrates the way of life as it was being felt along U.S. highway 66, as migrant 

families passed the conveniences of modern life, hoping beyond hope that their vehicles 

would make it to their destination. In Mae’s last thought toward the family, before the 

cycle of paying customers begins anew, she asks Al, “I wonder what they’ll do in 

California?”, the question full of uncertainty as family after family continue to pass the 

restaurant.77 The question of what life will be like in California – in the promised land – 

persists throughout the course of the novel, but it is in the following chapter, as the Joad 

family drive through New Mexico, that Ma’s daughter, pregnant Rose of Sharon, provides 

a detailed description of the life she dreams of:  

 

“Me an’ Connie don’t want to live in the country no more,” the girl said. “We got it all 
planned up what we gonna do.”  
For a moment a little worry came on Ma’s face. “Ain’t you gonna stay with us – with the 
family?” she asked. 
“Well, we talked about it, me an’ Connie. Ma, we wanna live in a town.” She went on 
excitedly, “Connie gonna get a job in a store or maybe a fact’ry. An’ he’s gonna study at 
home, maybe radio, so he can git to be a expert an’ maybe later have his own store. An’ 
we’ll go to pitchers whenever. An’ Connie says I’m gonna have a doctor when the baby’s 
born […] An’ we’ll have a car, little car. An’ after he studies at night, why – it’ll be nice, 
he tore a page outa Western Love Stories […] an’ – well, I’m gonna have a’lectric iron, an’ 
the baby’ll have all new stuff. Connie says all new stuff – white an’ – Well, you seen in the 
catalogue all the stuff they got for a baby.”  
[…]  
Ma suddenly seemed to know it was all a dream. She turned her head forward again and 
her body relaxed, but the little smile stayed around her eyes.78  
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For Rose of Sharon then, her vision of the future as she sees it for her immediate family 

(Connie and unborn child) is one that has been explicitly informed by a consumerist 

impulse facilitated through her exposure to magazines, catalogues and the promises of city 

life versus the country life of her upbringing. From this point onwards, as one by one, 

members of the Joad family are removed from the equation, whether through death or 

abandonment, the plot’s action serves to validate both Ma Joad’s qualms over the promise 

of California, and Steinbeck’s indictment of American consumerism. Rose of Sharon’s 

dreams, at this point in the narrative, are causally linked with the promises of modern life, 

but, as will be shown, her ‘modern’ dreams are steadily broken down, and what the reader 

is left with is a reaffirmation of women’s place within a traditional and conservative 

gender system, replete of the accouterments of modern life as explored in these chapters.  
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‘The incident of the earth mother feeding by the breast is older than literature’: 
Motherhood and the Reaffirmation of Gender Roles in The Grapes of Wrath79  
 

 

From the moment of its release in April 1939, The Grapes of Wrath was hailed by 

domestic critics as the book of the decade, and Steinbeck the artist who had managed to 

put into words the true experience of the Dust Bowl and migrant situation and relate it to 

the American public.80 Steinbeck’s intention had been to produce a non-fiction book of the 

same nature as Their Blood As Strong. However, writing to his agent in 1937, Steinbeck 

expressed his anxiety over the project, ‘Heaven knows how long it will take to write. The 

subject is so huge that it scares me to death […] It must be worked out with great care.’81 

Eighteen months later, Steinbeck wrote, ‘The new book is going well. Too fast. I’m having 

to hold it down,’ as he returned to the world of fiction to represent the migrant situation 

that he had witnessed in his home state, and to appeal to the sensibilities of his readers that 

they must act.82 In this respect, Steinbeck was largely successful: Clifton Fadiman of the 

New Yorker wrote, ‘The Grapes of Wrath may actually effect something like a revolution 

in their [the readers] minds and hearts,’ while Louis Kronenberger of Nation stated, ‘No 

novel of our day has been written out of a more genuine humanity, and none, I think, is 

better calculated to awaken the humanity of others.’83 Others immediately pointed out that 

the characters populating the pages of Steinbeck’s latest novel were known to their readers: 

‘You have seen them going through Texas and New Mexico on Route 66, or you have seen 

them in Resettlement Administration photographs.’84 It was no wonder that Steinbeck’s 

characterisation was so familiar to these critics: his work had been informed immeasurably 

by the work of the FSA and by his own experiences travelling through the migrant 

camps.85 The symbiotic nature of Steinbeck’s work with images produced by the FSA/RA 
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is made clear in the following letter dated October 1936, where Regional Information 

Advisor Frederick R. Soule wrote Information Chief M.E. Gilfond:  

 

I am enclosing a series of articles written by John Steinbeck and published in the San 
Francisco News, together with pertinent editorial comment. […]  As a student of migratory 
labor in California and the problems which are attached to it Mr. Steinbeck is qualified to 
speak with authority. His reputation is generally recognized and therefore these articles 
have attracted widespread attention. […] In the preparation of these articles Mr. Steinbeck 
of course had access to our material on our existing migratory camps and such factual 
information as he requested, to add to this his own knowledge of conditions and 
information obtained on field trips while collecting his own material for making his own 
observations.86 
 

Clearly, then, members of the RA recognised that Steinbeck’s interest in the project could 

be mutually beneficial, and the author’s access to the department undoubtedly influenced 

his crafting of The Grapes of Wrath. With familiarity, however, came controversy as 

Steinbeck found the accuracy of his work constantly debated.87 Martin Shockley, 

discussing the contemporary reception of the book’s release five years later, separated the 

two main opinions, ‘one, that [it] is an honest, sympathetic, and artistically powerful 

presentation of economic, social, and human problems; the other, the great majority, that 

his is a vile, filthy book, an outsider’s malicious attempt to smear the state of Oklahoma 

with outrageous lies.’88 The National Steinbeck Centre houses a series of taped interviews 

with Steinbeck’s friends and acquaintances. Steinbeck’s lifelong friend Dennis Murphy, 

discussing the mass burning of his book in 1939, stated that, ‘Steinbeck was then largely 

hated here in this town of Salinas – mostly because of The Grapes of Wrath – the lettuce-

growers who were our direct neighbors [ … started] a bonfire’.89 In one lengthy interview 

with Mrs. Schmidt, a field nurse who had met Steinbeck and worked in California’s 

migrant camps for the health department during the 1930s, she described her understanding 

of the book as the years had passed:  

 

Interviewer: Do you think John Steinbeck captured their mannerisms and their speech 
patterns?  
 
Mrs. Schmidt: Some of us were appalled at The Grapes of Wrath because what we did – 
we thought it was a slur on this whole segment of beautiful people… 
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Interviewer: You thought the book The Grapes of Wrath was a slur.  
 
Mrs. Schmidt: Yes, but then afterwards, as I got older … I could understand why he did 
this. What he did is make a composite. The Grapes of Wrath is a composite of this segment 
of our society and it’s like – well you might say it’s like extracting everything from just a 
huge group of people and then putting it in a little tiny bottle (or in a book). And so I 
always felt that The Grapes of Wrath was not three or four families and that all of that 
could happen to one family but most of the time it didn’t – a great deal of it did happen to 
all the families, but a great deal of the traumatic incidents in there happened only on 
occasion to just a few families…90 
 

Mrs. Schmidt thus recognises, in the above excerpt from her interview, that Steinbeck 

produced in his book a microcosm of the migrant experience, designed to jolt his readers 

(and the American populace) from inaction. In order to do this, much like Dorothea Lange 

and her RA colleagues, he had to merge the documentary material with immediately 

identifiable ‘types’ for maximum impact. Foremost among these, and part of Steinbeck’s 

grand design, was his characterisation of women.  

 

The role of women in The Grapes of Wrath is perhaps best summarised in a description 

from the opening chapter: ‘The women studied the men’s faces secretly, for the corn could 

go, as long as something else remained […] Women and children knew deep in themselves 

that no misfortune was too great to bear if their men were whole.’91 The word ‘secret’ is 

significant here because, throughout the book, several ‘secret’ looks and smiles are 

exchanged between the female characters, in what amounts to a feminine mystification that 

transcends the experience of their male counterparts. Ma Joad, the family matriarch, is 

discussed among scholars as the embodiment of the female migrant experience, and it is 

telling that Steinbeck gave his character no first name.92 Lange did not record Florence 

Owen Thompson’s name, and thus she became ‘Migrant Mother,’ and so too Ma Joad 

becomes the representative of all migrant matriarchs. Richard F. Peterson separated 

Steinbeck’s female characters into two main roles – mothers and whores, and there was a 

strong tendency to discuss the majority of the author’s pre-1939 characters as precursors to 

Ma Joad, and those thereafter her descendants.93 Rose of Sharon has been discussed in 

most of the Steinbeck literature, mainly due to her central role in the final scene, the 

circumstances of which left (and continue to leave) an indelible image in the U.S. cultural 

imagination. The scene in question, following the family’s perilous journey to safety after 
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a disastrous flood, ends with the Joads encountering a starving man and his son in a barn. 

Ma Joad wordlessly encourages daughter Rose of Sharon, whose baby had been stillborn, 

to offer her breast to the dying man to save his life. The book ends as follows:  

 

For a minute Rose of Sharon sat still in the whispering barn. Then she hoisted her tired 
body up and drew the comfort about her. She moved slowly to the corner and stood 
looking down at the wasted face, into the wide, frightened eyes. Then slowly she lay down 
beside him. He shook his head slowly from side to side. Rose of Sharon loosened one side 
of the blanket and bared her breast. “You got to,” she said. She squirmed closer and pulled 
his head close. “There!” she said. “There.” Her hand moved behind his head and supported 
it. Her fingers moved gently in his hair. She looked up and across the barn, and her lips 
came together and smiled mysteriously.94 
 

Before the book was released, Steinbeck’s editor Pascal Covici conceded that, ‘Your idea 

is to end the book on a great symbolic note, that life must go on and will go on with a 

greater love and sympathy and understanding for our fellowmen,’ before advising him to 

alter the scene, chiefly on account of it ‘being all too abrupt,’ without the appropriate 

buildup.95 In response, Steinbeck wrote, ‘I cannot change that ending. It is casual – there is 

no fruity climax, it is not more important than any other part of the book – if there is a 

symbol, it is a survival symbol not a love symbol, it must be an accident […] The giving of 

the breast has no more sentiment than the giving of a piece of bread.’96 The critics, though, 

agreed with Steinbeck’s editor, writing that the ending ‘is the tawdriest kind of fake 

symbolism,’ that was little more than ‘impure theatre,’ and that, ‘the story has no 

ending’.97 Malcolm Cowley, writing that the ending was ‘a mixture of allegory and 

melodrama,’ relegated Steinbeck’s text to the stratum of sentimentalist literature. 98 

Interestingly, field camp nurse Mrs. Schmidt provided some validation of this scene in her 

memories of life in the migrant camps:  

 

TS: They were a people close to the soil – for instance that scene in The Grapes of Wrath – 
there’s a scene towards the end – a woman nourishes a man – breastfeeds him, because he 
was dying from malnutrition…  
 
Interviewer: - and she had lost her baby.  
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TS: - and she had lost her baby, and so she breast-fed … Well now, that was not unusual, 
they were earth people. This was nothing unnatural for them – it was nature, part of nature 
– to take in someone that needed to be given nourishment – this was the way that she had 
to answer this type of thing. And I found that same sort of thing going on in the Migrant 
families too – you’d have a very sick migrant – I remember having a – well he wasn’t 
really that old – he was in his forties – laying on a palette – dying of tuberculosis – and of 
course the Health Department knew of it – and I used to get very discouraged because 
there was no place for him except this palette and this tin and I remember at that time that 
he got what was the children’s part of the food.99 
 

It is not made clear in this passage whether the dying migrant was part of the same family 

as the children, or whether the other migrants were acting out of compassion, regardless of 

blood ties. It is also unclear to what extent Mrs. Schmidt’s recollections are coloured by 

assessments of Steinbeck’s work, and the period of the 1930s and Dust Bowl migration as 

a whole, given the forty-year period that had lapsed. However, her memory does signify 

that Steinbeck’s portrait of the migrants bore some relation to the positive recollections 

from someone who had spent a great deal of time in their company. More recent Steinbeck 

scholarship has attributed the final scene as, the ‘nadir of bad Steinbeck,’ in reference to 

the author’s use of overt symbolism.100  

 

Rose of Sharon’s decision to offer her breast to the starving man has been interpreted as an 

overt use of Christian symbolism, described by Martin Shockley as the scene in which, 

‘Rosasharn gives what Christ gave, what we receive in memory of Him […] She smiles 

mysteriously because what has been mystery is now knowledge. This is my body, says 

Rosasharn, and becomes the Resurrection and the Life.’101 Most critics, though not 

disagreeing that the final scene is symbolic, tend to agree that the ending is positive, in the 

sense that it is representative of first Ma Joad, and then Rose of Sharon’s comprehension 

of the importance of communal bonds.102 Barbara A. Heavilin discusses the motif of 

human misuse of the land, stating that ‘the gracious bounty of the earth is set against a 

backdrop of greed and an absence of charity in the biblical sense of magnanimity and love 
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for the less fortunate.’103 In this context, Rose of Sharon’s final act at the end of the novel 

is redemptive in the biblical sense and therefore emblematic of hope in a novel otherwise 

absent of positive ruminations on the human condition.  

 

However, the fact remains that the final scene is charged with symbolism. As Steinbeck 

himself wrote to his editor, ‘The incident of the earth mother feeding by the breast is older 

than literature.’ 104  Here, the author recognises that this final image is immediately 

identifiable for any reader of his text – one which appeals to his/her most primal instincts, 

and one that has been recorded in literature and arts since time immemorial. I have 

previously discussed, this image of the nursing mother and, specifically, the migrant 

mother had gained great cultural credence in the Depression years. Steinbeck had chosen 

Lange’s image of the nursing mother to act as the frontispiece to his pamphlet, Their Blood 

Is Strong, and ‘Migrant Mother,’ picturing Florence Owens Thompson and her infant 

child, had by this point taken a strong hold in American culture. Steinbeck’s decision to 

end the book in this way was thus charged with social and political implications. As with 

the rest of the text, it was meticulously planned and, as it related to women, coherent with 

the gender concerns expressed throughout. Both Daniel Worden and Julianna Restivo have 

discussed the politicisation of gender as it is envisioned in The Grapes of Wrath: Wordon 

states that the text, ‘dramatizes not only the sentimental power of gendered activism but 

also its limitations: femininity connotes maternal care, while masculinity evaporates into 

spectral promise.’105 Restivo, too, argues that, ‘Steinbeck was offering a revision of the 

reproductive power of the female,’ with both concluding that the body of the mother and 

stillborn child become a new figure of protest, in a world where the male leader is 

prostate.106 Far from the positivist and redemptive reading of earlier critics, the more recent 

interpretations are more palatable. Ultimately, Steinbeck inverts biblical tropes - Rose of 

Sharon’s stillborn baby is carried downstream after the flood, in what amounts to a tragic 

and grotesque revision of the Biblical Moses story. Erin Battat, writing of the use of 

proletarian grotesque in 1930s art and literature, describes the effect of the final scene as 

follows:  
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Just as the image of Rose of Sharon feeding the dying man is both Madonna and child and 
pieta, Rose herself is neither Virgin or Mother […] Therefore, Steinbeck’s grotesque 
mother challenges the categories of motherhood as defined by the Western Christian 
tradition, even as it relies on the traditional notion of motherhood to craft a redemptive 
ending. Merging opposing referents into a single image, Steinbeck’s migrant mother is a 
liminal image that contrasts with Lange’s icon. Whereas the icon is instantly knowable, the 
grotesque mystifies in its fusion of familiar parts into a monstrous whole.107 
 

 

Certainly, Battat’s reading points to the ambiguity of the ending of The Grapes of Wrath: 

the final scene is grotesque, subverting as it does the traditional image of mother and child, 

supplanting the infant with the dying man. As Steinbeck wrote, that was his design, but it 

is important to recognise that Rose of Sharon’s character development centered entirely 

around motherhood. In every scene that she is in, she is described as being in a world of 

her own, her person enveloped in a mystification that comes with being a mother, that is 

unknown to men.108 Motherhood thus comes to define her, as it does her own mother, Ma 

Joad. What is more, just as Thompson was cropped in the final image of the ‘Migrant 

Mother’ series, removing her historical specifity in the process, so too is Rose of Sharon, 

as the text ends with her in the close confines of the barn, stripped of everything she owns 

and the child she so longed for. While this scene is both grotesque and a perverse 

manipulation of motherhood, the final line of the narrative clearly imbues this act with a 

symbolic meaning.  Rose of Sharon’s final act of nurturance brings a smile to her lips, 

signaling to the reader that women, even in the direst of circumstances, can find personal 

fulfillment by performing a mothering role. More broadly, motherhood is offered as a 

‘cure’ for restoring the sickness of the nation, with Rose of Sharon’s last act of nurturance 

intended to be instructive.  

 

Steinbeck and Lange, produce in their respective works an indelible portrait of motherhood 

that served to reinforce traditional and conservative gender roles. In these portraits, author 

and artist borrowed from existing images of motherhood, influenced explicitly by Biblical 

and Classical portraiture. The ambiguity of ‘Migrant Mother’ and the final scene featuring 

Rose of Sharon has provoked wide debate, however it is clear that even the redemptive 

power of the female was constrained, their role as the strength of the family overshadowed 

by the reinforcement that the proper role of the female was ultimately that of caregiver and 

homemaker. Elin Käck argues that Rose of Sharon ceases to exist as a passive object at the 
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end of the novel, when she exercises agency in her decision to save the dying man. 109 

However, this ‘active’ role still rests on her carrying out a role of mothering/nurturing. 

Irrespective of Rose of Sharon’s redemptive capacity, her entire representation is restricted 

to one facet of being – motherhood. Survival was therefore explicitly linked with women 

retaining their roles as mothers, in what could be considered a re-working of the idea of 

Republican Motherhood. Rosemarie Zagarri summarises this ideology: ‘As wives and 

mothers, women were seen to make an essential, though indirect, contribution to the body 

politic’.110 In the same way that the Betty Crocker advertising campaigns were designed to 

re-politicise the role of housewives, so too did Steinbeck imbue women’s nurturing role 

with greater meaning, as evinced in his decision to end The Grapes of Wrath with an 

indelible portrait of mothering. 

 

In times of great national hardship women would be most useful and effective when 

patriarchy was upheld. As Richard Pells writes, The Grapes of Wrath sets forth the notion 

that, ‘in a crisis like the Depression patience was ultimately more important than 

revolution, a respect for tradition more compelling than hunger for social change.’111 The 

crisis was therefore used to reinforce the patriarchal structure of American society in the 

period. The centrality of women in this matrix is undeniable because, as it is women who, 

in their very representation as mothers propagate and encourage this respect for tradition. 

Lawrence Levine, in his discussion of the spectacular success of both the novel and film 

versions of The Grapes of Wrath and Gone With the Wind (1939), recognizes that both, 

though seemingly far removed, are part of a ‘redemptive genre’, sharing as they did an 

unshakeable belief in the nation’s capacity to endure.112 Where Scarlett O’Hara deviates 

from the traditional female role and is punished for her transgressions, Florence Owens 

Thompson, Ma Joad and Rose of Sharon are represented, through the medium of 

photography and literature, as women entirely constrained by and operating within a 

paradigm of motherhood.  

 

Steinbeck, who once wrote, ‘What can I say about journalism […] It is the mother of 

literature,’ found himself unable to express the magnitude of the migrant crisis in a non-

fiction format, having exhausted the possibilities in his series of articles for the San 

Francisco News. Working closely with the images from the FSA file, Lange’s foremost 
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among them, he turned to literature to convey to his readers the scope of the problem, and 

to set forth a redemptive model. In doing so, he forever melded journalism with art, in the 

same way that Lange, in one of her many field trips, produced a portrait of motherhood 

that she knew would be immediately identifiable and, as such, effective in humanising the 

crisis and pushing for social change. However much Lange and Steinbeck promoted 

awareness and acted out of a genuine compassion for a great swathe of the American 

population in need, their most celebrated works espouse a traditional and conservative 

portrait of American motherhood that not only reinforced but also helped to shape and 

produce gender roles on a public and government-sanctioned platform.  
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(Fig. 45) Execution photograph of Ruth Snyder, New York Daily News January 13th, 1928 
available at https://thepowerofthefrontcover.wordpress.com/1928/01/13/1928-dead-new-

york-daily-news/ [accessed on 3rd April, 2015] 
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(Fig. 46) Mildred Pierce (1941) original dust jacket available at 

http://www.captainahabsrarebooks.com/ahab/images/items/1740.jpg [accessed on 4th 
April, 2015]  
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(Fig. 47) Double Indemnity dust jacket available at https://www.abebooks.com/Double-
Indemnity-Cain-James-M-Avon/13995993708/bd [Accessed 10th February 2019] 
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(Fig. 48) Betty Crocker 1935 ‘Softasilk’ advertisement, General Mills Archives 
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Chapter 5: Women in the World of James M. Cain 
 

!
When the woman saw that the fruit of the tree was good for food and pleasing to the eye, 

and also desirable for gaining wisdom, she took some and ate it. She also gave some to her 
husband, who was with her, and he ate it. Then the eyes of both of them were opened…1 

 
- Genesis 3:19 

  
 

… Cain’s women always wreck havoc on his men’s lives, whether they bring death or 
destruction or hope and light.2 

 
- David Madden 

 
 
This chapter explores the evolution of James M. Cain’s female characterisation in his 

Depression-era fiction. Cain’s ‘working women’ range from those driven to commit 

murder to escape unhappy marriages to women who use their professional position to 

fulfill psychopathic pursuits and, finally, ‘realistic’ portraits of women in business who, 

despite being unmotivated by murder, are wrought in decidedly negative terms. The case is 

made that throughout Cain’s canon professional and ambitious women are consistently 

associated with evil, contributing to a wider discourse over the destructive potential of 

women in the period. From the very beginning of James M. Cain’s influential literary 

career, his fiction was synonymous with violence, sin and sex. Refuting the charge of 

gratuitous violence in his books, Cain claimed in a 1975 interview, during which he 

examined the role of violence in American letters that, ‘I think that novels reflect the life 

that goes on around the writer and if novels are violent, America is violent.’3 Reviewers of 

The Postman Always Rings Twice (1934) were simultaneously entranced and horrified by 

Cain’s portrayal of murderous passion in modern America, although most reviewers 

agreed with the San Gabriel Sun’s summation that, ‘the author has the very rare faculty of 

packing into the fewest possible words all the primary impulses of greed and sex’.4 

(Somewhat) facilitated by the biblical connotations of Cain’s surname, alongside the 

author’s literary preoccupation with sin and violence, contemporary reviewers and 

subsequent Cain scholars have often evoked universal mythologies in their readings of 
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1 Holy Bible: Today’s International Version, Genesis 3:19 (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 2010) 
2 David Madden & Kristopher Mecholsky, James M. Cain: Hard-Boiled Mythmaker (Plymouth: Scarecrow 
Press, Inc, 2011) p. 40  
3 James M. Cain on NBC’s TODAY SHOW, 1 December 1969, Box 72, James M. Cain Papers, Manuscript 
Division, Library of Congress, Washington, D.C. 10 March 2015. 
4 ‘Review’, The San Gabriel Sun, 30 March 1934, Box 41, James M. Cain Papers, Manuscript Division, 
Library of Congress, Washington, D.C. 4 March 2015. 
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Cain.5 In the midst of the early 1980s Cain revival, playwright David Mamet identified the 

classical impetus of the author’s canon: 

 

Cain wrote the same book a dozen times, and it is a Greek play. It’s ‘Macbeth’. It’s ‘Morte 
d’Arthur. It’s ‘The Wasteland.’ [sic] It’s about impotence and regeneration, about the 
power of sexuality and love and how we confuse them. A mysterious stranger comes to the 
kingdom ruled by the old impotent king and with a young wife. She entices the interloper 
into an affair and the king, to a certain extent, acquiesces in this. Cain’s stories are classical 
in essence, if not in structure, and are really about women.6 

 

Mamet’s statement is particularly interesting in its evocation of time-honoured classical 

texts, when one considers the extent to which Cain was branded as a ‘trashy’ writer, whose 

canon was endlessly compared to tabloid news reporting.7 Unlike the detective fiction of 

Dashiel Hammett and Raymond Chandler, the famously break-speed pace of Cain’s most 

celebrated Depression-era fiction was driven by the romantic entanglement of ‘tough-guy’ 

protagonists with dangerous, criminal and oftentimes murderous women. Literary critic 

Edmund Wilson was among the first to recognise this in his highly influential and 

meditative essay, “The Boys in the Back Room” (1940) in his statement that ‘He [the Cain 

hero] invariably falls under the dominion – usually to his ruin – of a vulgar and determined 

woman from whom he finds it impossible to escape.’8  

 

Indeed, the narrative success of The Postman Always Rings Twice, Double Indemnity 

(1936) and Mildred Pierce (1941) hinges upon Cain’s ability to create male and female 

characters whose fiercest desires collide. In each Cain narrative, as in stories such as “The 

Baby In the Icebox” (1932) and “Money and the Woman” (1937), women are depicted as 

stronger and more capable than men to survive dangerous situations whilst in pursuit of 

their goals of economic success. This is facilitated by Cain’s authorial decision to write in 

the male first-person that is relayed retrospectively and stripped bare of introspection. The 

events of the narrative are played out at surface-level, with the female characters filtered 

through the eyes of the male protagonists.9 It is therefore important when reading Cain, as 

with the other ‘hard-boiled’ writers of the thirties, to recognise that, in the words of Jopi 
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5 Madden & Mecholsky, James M. Cain p. 48; Robert L. Root Jr, ‘Hard-Boiled Tragedy: James M. Cain’s 
Classical Design’ in Clues (1984) p. 50; Paul Skenazy, James M. Cain (New York: Continuum, 1989) 
6 David Mamet, quoted in John Duka, ‘Hollywood’s Long-Running Romance with James M. Cain’, The New 
York Times 5 April 1981, Proquest Historical Newspapers, Library of Congress, Washington, D.C. accessed 
10 May 2015. 
7 Kristopher Mecholsky, ‘James M. Cain: The Father of Noir’ in Madden & Mecholsky, James M. Cain p. 
vii; Penelope V. Pelizzon & Nancy M. West, ‘Multiple Indemnity: Film Noir: James M. Cain, and 
Adaptations of a Tabloid Case’ in Narrative (Ohio State University Press, 2005) p. 225  
8 Edmund Wilson, ‘The Boys in the Back Room’ (San Francisco: The Colt Press, 1941) p. 20  
9 David M. Fine, ‘James M. Cain and the Los Angeles Novel’ in American Studies (Mid-America American 
Studies Association, 1979) p. 26; Madden & Mecholsky, James M. Cain p. 117  
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Nyman, this genre is ‘a masculine form of writing’ which speaks to a specifically 

masculine set of fantasies and fears.10 In this way, the hard-boiled school of writing is 

closely aligned with the male-dominated domains of the animation and comic book sectors 

and the male-headed advertising industry, as explored in previous chapters.  

 

The immense popularity of Cain’s work throughout the Depression-era attests to Cain’s 

status as ‘an entertainer with an uncanny knowledge of the perversities of his audience.’11 

This audience snapped up copies of Cain’s books and ensured his continued appearance on 

best-seller lists and the popularity of these novels allow the modern scholar to probe the 

content as evidence of the mass psychology of the nation during this tumultuous time.12 As 

Catherine Ross Nickerson argues, ‘the villains and heroes of popular literature are very 

instructive; they tell us about what we fear […] [and] reveal our racial and religious 

prejudices and our gender biases.’13 Thus, close examination of Cain’s most popular texts 

is highly useful in an examination of fictive female representations in the Great 

Depression, particularly insofar as to what they reveal about the popular mindset regarding 

the rightful place of women and work in American society.  

 

Cain scholars unanimously date the zenith of the author’s career to the 1934-1941 period, 

beginning with Postman and ending with the publication of Mildred Pierce (1941), just 

two months before the bombing of Pearl Harbor.14 It was during this period that Cain, 

motivated by the desire to write and to barter his work in the literary marketplace of the 

1930s, and inspired by the social climate of the Great Depression, identified a subject 

matter that both utilised his newspaperman skillset and appealed to America’s mass 

readership, exploiting as it did their innermost fears and anxieties.15 In the tradition 

(though not in the same style) of the pulp magazines and hard-boiled detective fiction, 

Cain’s books vividly brought to life the characters of ordinary men and women driven to 

crime by lust. In the tradition of the Fall, Cain’s men are motivated by sexual desire and 

their transgressions are attributed to the hypnotic quality of Woman. The female, on the 
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10 Jopi Nyman, ‘Body/Language: Gender and Power in Hard-Boiled Fiction’ in Irish Journal of American 
Studies (Irish Association for American Studies, 1995) p. 69  
11 Joyce Carol Oates, ‘Man Under Sentence of Death: The Novels of James M. Cain’ in David Madden, 
Tough Guy Writers of the Thirties (Illinois: Southern Illinois University Press, 1968) p. 114  
12 Krisopher Mecholsky ‘Preface’ in Madden & Mecholsky, James M. Cain p. xiv  
13 Catherine Ross Nickerson, ‘Introduction: The satisfactions of murder’ in Catherine Ross Nickerson [Ed.], 
The Cambridge Companion to American Crime Fiction (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010) p. 3 
14 Richard Bradbury, ‘Sexuality, Guilt and Detection: Tension between History and Suspense’ in Brian 
Docherty [Ed.], American Crime Fiction: Studies in the Genre (Southampton: MacMillan Press Ltd, 1988) p. 
90; Roy Hoopes, Cain (Holt, Rinehart & Winston: New York, 1982) p. 317 
15 William Marling, The American Roman Noir: Hammett, Cain and Chandler (Georgia: The University of 
Georgia Press, 1995) p. xiii  
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other hand, is clearly conceived of as the more calculating sex, seeking as she does the 

power that comes with security and valuing the acquisition of material goods and social 

progress more highly than the mystical union of romantic love. Cain’s women, like the 

women who lay between the blackened pages of 1930s pulp magazines, occupied a fantasy 

realm, populated by a series of Devil Women who were the brainchild of male writers 

including Chandler and Hammett, all of whom were tapping into the fears and anxieties of 

their society.16  

 

It was in the midst of the economic crisis that women, and married women in particular, 

were subjected to enormous pressure to relinquish work, often due to the common 

misconception that they were ‘stealing’ jobs from men.17 Alice Kessler-Harris importantly 

recognised that these fears carried a significant psychological impact, wherein unemployed 

men conceived of themselves as emasculated figures on account of their job status and 

working women were considered to lose their ‘feminine’ qualities upon entry into the 

world of work.18 Within this hostile environment, advertisements, film and fiction 

combined to deliver the message nationwide that the proper place of women was in the 

home, in the role of family caregiver.19 

 
David Madden writes about the ‘American nightmare’ promulgated in much of Cain’s 

fiction.20 Cain saw in his California setting a false dreamland, which he described as ‘[the 

immemorial] land of promise and tremendous fulfillment’ – a geographical space that 

lured many Americans (including Cain) to its shores.21 And it is within this dream-space 

that Cain, alongside F. Scott Fitzgerald and Horace McCoy in their Los Angeles fiction, 

detailed the nightmarish descent of their protagonists as the realisation of their failed 

ambitions and false promises became clear at the cragged precipice of the Pacific.22 In this 

nightmare land, male protagonists are consistently deceived and outwitted by women, who 

function largely symbolically as modern Eves in a 1930s California setting. As will be 

shown, these female characters were the product of the times – a male literary creation 

inspired by sensationalist news reporting of the previous decade and compelled by the 
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16 Madden & Mecholsky, James M. Cain p. viii; Jopi Nyman, ‘Body/Language: Gender and Power in Hard-
Boiled Fiction’ p. 69 
17 Chafe, The Paradox of Change) p. 113  
18 Kessler-Harris, Out to Work p. 251  
19 Kessler-Harris, Out to Work p. 255; Lois Scharf, To Work and to Wed p. 137  
20 Madden & Mecholsky, James M. Cain p. 90 
21 James M. Cain interview with Margot Backas, 28 August 1975 Box 72, James M. Cain Papers, Manuscript 
Division, Library of Congress, Washington, D.C. 10 March 2015. 
22 David Fine, ‘The Emergence of Los Angeles as a Literary Tradition’ in California History (University of 
California Press, 2000) p. 7  
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destabilisation of gender norms in the midst of the economic crisis. In previous analysis of 

Cain’s female characters, scholars have explored Cain’s representation of femininity only 

insofar as how it relates to the structure and functioning of masculinity in the texts, or to 

confirm the misogynistic impulse at the heart of hard-boiled literature. Moreover, the most 

recent examinations of Cain’s work have ruminated specifically on the construct of 

masculinity. This chapter will situate the gender anxiety present in Cain’s early fiction 

within the broader dislocation of gender norms and fears of feminine strength and success 

prevalent in the culture of the 1930s.  

 

Cain’s Women and Media Typology  

 

Cain’s characterisation of women was melded from his exposure (and contribution) to 

tabloid newspaper coverage during the first segment of his career. Virtually all of his 

literature wrests with female representations in the media, often reducing his female 

characters to the two-dimensional stereotypes that defined tabloid reporting. It is 

imperative to chart the author’s preoccupation with news coverage in order to properly 

assess the extent to which Cain’s working-women were a product of a wider discourse of 

anxiety over women in society. Edmund Wilson famously described James M. Cain as a 

‘poet of the tabloid murder,’ noting the author’s preoccupation with love and crime as 

committed by ordinary people.23 Wilson described Cain’s work in oxymoronic terms, 

given that the tabloid and poetry are seemingly worlds apart. However, Cain’s Depression-

texts did blend sensationalist stories often covered by tabloid journalists with a succinct 

and highly unique writing style that defies easy categorisation. The association with the 

‘tabloid’ was one that Cain was unable to shake off throughout his literary career, as his 

work was consistently compared to sensationalist news reporting. But Wilson was right to 

characterise Cain’s work in such a way, as it is clear from Cain interviews and 

correspondence that the author wrested inspiration for his fiction from facets of the 

everyday around which he worked and reported in the 1920s and early 1930s. It was this, 

in what Paul Skenazy describes as Cain’s ‘commitment to the commonplace’ that 

distinguishes the writer’s work and arrested the attention of both the critical and reading 

public.24 Cain’s first work of short fiction, “The Baby in the Icebox,” was published in the 

American Mercury in 1933. It opened with the line, ‘Of course there was plenty pieces 

[sic] in the paper about what happened out at the place last summer, but they got it all 

mixed up, so I will put down how it really was,’ and thus began the close relationship of 
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23 Edmund Wilson, ‘The Boys in the Back Room’ (1940) p. 21  
24 Skenazy, James M. Cain p. 173  
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Cain’s work with the idea of falsified or sensationalised media reporting.25 The story is 

interestingly narrated by an un-named male transient who witnesses the events – the 

narrator’s lack of identity suggesting an ‘Everyman’ figure, perhaps indicating the 

forgotten men in American society that Cain sought to speak of and to. It tells the story of 

Duke and Lura, owners of a California filling station operating a profitable sideline in 

‘wildcats’. Lura, Cain’s first ‘Tiger Woman’, is described as having an affinity with the 

wild, unruly animals, unlike her husband who is killed by a tiger following a failed attempt 

on his wife’s life. Although all of the characters are motivated in their own way by lust, it 

is Lura who sets the framework for the female characters of Cain’s oeuvre: It takes her 

‘one minute to tame Rajah’, the star exhibit, and the narrator notes that she, in her eyes and 

body movements resembles the tiger herself.26 In what is in many ways a first-draft of the 

Postman idea, the male narrator unwittingly finds himself part of an unhappy triumvirate 

of ordinary people in a semi-remote location, motivated by the ‘lure’ of the appropriately 

named female. Cain’s inspiration from “The Baby in the Icebox” came from his own 

experience with a woman at his local filling station:  

 

Always this bosomy-looking thing comes out – commonplace, but sexy, the kind you have 
ideas about. We always talked while she filled up my tank. One day I read in the paper 
where a woman who runs a filling station knocks off her husband. Can it be this bosomy 
thing? I go by and sure enough, the place is closed. I inquire. Yes – she’s the one – the 
appetizing but utterly commonplace woman.27 

 

Cain thus saw in the ‘appetizing but utterly commonplace woman’ an opportunity to 

explore the personal motivations that led someone so ordinary to commit a violent crime. 

Whilst this encounter came in his new California home, Cain’s previous work on the East 

coast as a news reporter had already cemented in his mind the voracious appetite of the 

American news-hungry public for scandalous stories of sex and violence. Cain scholars 

have noted that the author was at the helm of The New York World in the midst of the 

tabloid coverage of the Ruth Snyder/Henry Judd Gray case that unfolded in 1927.28 In the 

spring of 1927, Ruth Snyder and her lover conspired to kill her husband, Albert. Despite 

their attempt to stage the murder as an escalated burglary, the pair were later arrested, 

convicted and sentenced to death as a result of police unearthing evidence of their affair. 

The trial was among the first highly-publicised and reported ‘love-triangle’ cases that 

would prove so popular with the tabloids. Tom Howard of the Chicago Tribune illicitly 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
25 James M. Cain, “The Baby in the Icebox” (1932) in James M. Cain, The Baby in the Icebox and Other 
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26 Ibid p. 125  
27 James M. Cain as quoted in Hoopes, Cain p. 225  
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captured a photograph of Ruth Snyder at the moment of her execution, which was printed 

the next day on the front page of the New York Daily News, clearly illustrating the extent to 

which journalists recognised the public fascination with violence and retribution, 

particularly as it was meted out to women (see Fig. 45).29   

 

The Snyder-Gray trial was to directly influence the genesis of both The Postman Always 

Rings Twice and Double Indemnity, as Cain re-configured the stories and fleshed out, in 

his fiction, the characters who find themselves embroiled in lust and murder. Penelope 

Pelizzon and Nancy West importantly noted that Cain can be seen in his first two novels as 

employing familiar female character tropes that stemmed from tabloid reporting and were 

perfected during the Snyder-Gray trial.30 However, it is important to note that these tropes 

were not solely the creation of the tabloid papers, a fact that has been overlooked in Cain 

scholarship to date. These tropes were, in fact, promulgated and re-worked in traditional 

newspaper reporting also, in headlines such as ‘Believes Mrs Snyder Had Gray 

Hypnotized’, ‘Mrs. Snyder Drew Him by Magnetism, Gray Tells Court’ and ‘Mrs. Snyder 

Puts All Blame For Killing Of Husband on Gray.’31 In other words, readers of The 

Washington Post and The Hartford Courant were just as exposed to the minute 

scrutinisation of Ruth Snyder’s character as readers of the New York City tabloids. In the 

latter, just as in Cain’s novels, the spotlight of accusation rested squarely on the shoulders 

of the female party, the supposition being that women possess the hypnotic quality 

necessary to compel ordinary American males to commit murderous acts.  

 

 
Both Frank Chambers of Postman and Walter Huff of Double Indemnity are motivated by 

their lust for the women to whom they are introduced in the opening chapters, and both 

men turn on their partners in crime following the murder. After the initial failed attempt on 

her husband’s life, Cora says to Frank: ‘No, it was my fault. I was the one that brought it 

up. You didn’t want to. Next time I’ll listen to you, Frank. You’re smart. You’re not dumb 

like I am.’32 Unable, however, to continue to live with her husband and fulfill his desire to 

start a family, Cora once again raises her wish to eliminate her spouse and begin anew with 
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Frank. Following the successful murder of Nick Papadakis, the lover’s turn on one another 

in quick succession, though it is important to note that Frank is the first to do so. The 

buckling of his resolve has the effect of poisoning the once sacred quality of his 

relationship with Cora, a fact she is quick to note:  

 

… the very first time that they [the investigators] started their meanness, you turned on me. 
[…] We were up on a mountain. We were up so high, Frank. We had it all, out there, that 
night […] We had more than any two people in the world. And then we fell down.33 
 

In a novel stark of metaphors, the ‘love mountain’ of Cora’s imagination stands out against 

the matter-of-factness of the text’s narrative design. As their love develops into hate and 

distrust, Cora employs another, grotesque image in her illustration of the ‘hold’ she has 

over Frank:  

 

… that’s the beautiful part. I don’t have to put my neck in the noose at all. […] Once they 
just made it manslaughter, they can’t do any more to me. It’s in the Constitution or 
something. Oh no, Mr Frank Chambers. It don’t cost me a thing to make you dance on air. 
And that’s what you’re going to do. Dance, dance dance.34 

 

Here, as in Double Indemnity, the dangerousness of women is shown to be two-fold: Cora 

and Phyllis elicit their respective lovers to commit murder and, once that murder is 

committed, they represent a threat to the security of the male in that they hold a position of 

power over their culpability and fate. Walter Huff addresses this shortly after the murder of 

Mr Nirdlinger:  

 

I knew then what I had done. I had killed a man. I had killed a man to get a woman. I had 
put myself in her power, so there was one person in the world that could point a finger at 
me, and I would have to die […] That’s all it takes, one drop of fear, to curdle love into 
hate.35 

 

Thus, both females engender a particular fear in their lover – the fear that the murderous 

instinct once harbored towards the husband could turn in the direction of their new lover, 

motivated by hate, ambition or, in the case of Phyllis, psychopathy. 

 

Of all Cain’s female characters, one character reigns supreme as the most inherently evil: 

Phyllis Nirdlinger of Double Indemnity. On the surface, the plot to kill her husband seems 

motivated by marital discontent, alongside the greed that attaches itself to the lure of a 
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lucrative accident insurance policy. As the narrative unfolds, however, both lover-

accomplice Walter Neff and the reader learn that Phyllis has a long history of murder, 

some motivated by financial gains, and others not. Throughout Double Indemnity, Phyllis 

expresses a resoluteness in the inevitability of death:  

 

‘We’re going to do it. I can feel it.’ 
‘I too.’ 
‘I haven’t any reason. He treats me as well as a man can treat a woman. I don’t love him, 
but he’s never done anything to me.’ 
 
[…] 
 
‘But there’s something in me, I don’t know what. Maybe I’m crazy. But there’s something 
in me that loves Death. I think of myself as Death, sometimes.36 
 
Later, when their complicity in the murder of Mr. Nirdlinger is made known, and Neff’s 

insurance company orchestrates a ‘getaway’ designed to portray the company in the best 

light possible, Phyllis repeats similar sentiments regarding death:  

 

I don’t know how long we sat looking out to sea after that. She started it again. “There’s 
nothing ahead of us, is there Walter?’ 
‘No. Nothing.’ 
‘I don’t even know where we’re going. Do you?’ 
‘No.’ 
‘… Walter, the time has come.’ 
‘What do you mean, Phyllis?’ 
‘For me to meet my bridegroom. The only one I ever loved.’37 

 

In Greek mythology, King of Athens, Demophon marries Phyllis, the daughter of a 

Thracian king on his return journey from the Trojan War. He must leave the following day, 

but promises his bride that he will come back for her as soon as possible. Day after day, 

Phyllis returns to the sea shore, looking out for ship sails, until she finally, realising that 

her lover has long forgotten her, commits suicide. Unlike her mythological counterpart, 

Cain’s Phyllis has never loved her husband. Her bridegroom is, in fact, death itself. 

Elisabeth Bronfen makes the case that Phyllis is representative of ‘the figure par 

excellence for recognizing human fallibility,’ in her discussion of the tragic dimensions of 

the text.38 She contends, ‘[the femme fatale] becomes fully tragic at the moment of 

anagnorisis, because it is here that she can recognize her desire for freedom as attainable 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
36 Cain, Double Indemnity p. 20  
37 Ibid p. 135 
38 Elisabeth Bronfen, ‘Femme Fatale: Negotiations of Tragic Desire’ in New Literary History (The John 
Hopkins University Press: 2004) p. 115  



! 174!

only in death.’39 Whilst Bronfen restricts her analysis to Billy Wilder’s film version of 

Double Indemnity, in which Phyllis is killed by her accomplice Walter, the tragic model, I 

would argue, does not apply to the text. The death-pact finale, coupled with the detailed 

revelation of Phyllis as a serial killer, complicates such a reading of the book. Overall, 

what distinguishes Phyllis most notably from Cora Papadakis of The Postman Always 

Rings Twice and Mildred of Mildred Pierce, is that she is the most educated and 

professional, having attained the highest position in the nursing faculty – and the most 

pathological, in terms of her motivations for murder. When Phyllis’ previous foray into 

murder is revealed to Huff, so too is the depth of her malice – the murder of helpless 

children:  

 

This woman would even kill two extra children, just to get the one child that she wanted, 
and mix things up so it would look like one of those cases of negligence they sometimes 
have in those hospitals. I tell you, she’s a pathological case  
 
[…] 
 
That woman, that wife, is an out-and-out lunatic. Sachetti told me he found five cases, all 
before the three little children, where patients had died under her while she was a nurse, 
two of them where she got property out of it.40 
 
 
Phyllis, then, is Cain’s most professional – and most dangerous – wife. Thus, in a decade 

in which ‘professional’ women were continuously reprimanded and discriminated against, 

it is significant that Cain’s most professional female character – an accomplished nurse – 

would utilise her prominent position within the field of medicine to facilitate her 

murderous desires. Sue Currell discusses the ‘problem of leisure’ in the context of the 

1930s, writing:  

 

Abundant leisure and consumer desires, at least in the movies, led to infidelity, greed, and 
promiscuity […] women’s careers and ambitions appeared driven by urges for 
consumption and possessions, often conspicuous display, that lead her into criminal 
dissipation and low-life occupations.41 
 
 
This trajectory clearly follows the pattern of the Snyder-Gray trial and reveals the extent to 

which the idea of the murderous female had become immediately identifiable in American 

society at large. As William Marling notes, this idea was a product of the times, when 

‘[the] suspicion of violence in the woman across the table was linked to the buoyant 
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economy, which somehow influenced sexuality.’42 The booming twenties had therefore, 

(in the minds of men) unleashed the threatening potential of women as they left the home 

in greater numbers and entered the workplace. In many ways, the early Cain novels rely on 

the exposure of the public to this familiar characterisation of females, in both newspaper 

reporting and other fiction.  

 
On three occasions over the course of the Postman narrative, newspapers are specifically 

mentioned. First, Frank finds inspiration for Nick’s murder from a newspaper report, 

writing that ‘I got the idea from a piece in the paper where a guy had said that most 

accidents happen right in people’s own bathtubs.’43 Here, Cain demonstrates that everyday 

news reporting had the potential to be logged and used among the reading public in the 

committal of criminal acts. Second, in the weeks after the botched attempt on Nick 

Papadakis’ life, the ‘Greek’ begins a scrapbook, filled with newspaper clippings of his 

accident. Here, Cain records the inter-textuality at work between the newspaper and the 

real lives of ordinary citizens. The newspaper clippings serve as a reminder to the tavern 

owner of how close he came to death, and leads to his taking out insurance policies and 

raising the idea of starting a family to his wife. And this, ironically, serves as the impetus 

to the second murder plot, in which Cora must, to all outward eyes, assume the mask of the 

bereaved and dutiful wife in the days following her husband’s ‘death’. In this respect, Cora 

is closely aligned to Phyllis Nirdlinger, who must don the same role in order to escape 

retribution. Frederick Whiting identified this performative aspect of Cain’s work as a 

deliberate ploy on the part of the author to address the role played by media typology.44 In 

other words, in order to escape the role of the housewife, both Cora and Phyllis must 

perform that very role in front of investigators, lawyers, and roving California reporters. 

Tellingly, it is only upon the print of the daily newspapers that Cora’s innocence is 

confirmed in the eyes of relatives and onlookers:  

 

They gave her a dead pan when we came in [to the funeral]. I could see them looking at us, 
and I wondered what I would do if they tried to pull some rough stuff later. […] But pretty 
soon I saw an afternoon paper being passed around, that had big headlines in it that she 
was innocent, and an usher took a look at it, and came running over and moved us up on 
the front bench.45 
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It is instructive here that the media portrayal wields such importance. The condemnation of 

the female or the exoneration of her guilt (as displayed on the covers of newspapers) is 

shown to directly influence public perception and, in this climate, the female party must 

master the role required of her in order to escape the clutches of justice. The framework of 

Double Indemnity further attests to the power of the media in shaping public opinion. 

Walter Huff writes, ‘That was how I came to this House of Death, that you’ve been 

reading about in the papers,’ at once recognising the role his typed confession will play in 

the narrative of the Nirdlinger murder, in furnishing the already sensationalised reports of 

murder.46 One can assume that the image of Phyllis as the self-proclaimed ‘Angel of 

Death’ and the proscribed ‘Irrawaddy Cobra’ would slide easily onto the front pages of the 

papers preoccupied with the scandal.47 So here, Walter Huff takes the reader back to the 

point at which normalcy, or perceived normalcy, underpinned all of his interactions in the 

sequence of events which lead to his demise. The re-configuration of Phyllis as a 

murderous she-Devil is informed by Walter’s conceptions of her from newspaper accounts 

and the personal summation of insurance man Sackett and lawyer Katz, both of which 

precede the time in which the crime was committed. There is also, in Postman and Double 

Indemnity, though more so in the latter, the assumption (or presumption) that the 

confession of the protagonist will appeal to a reading public. ‘That you’ve been reading in 

the papers’ assumes a general audience which readily seeks additional information to flesh 

out and sensationalise the ordinary components of extraordinary events. And throughout 

this conceptualisation, women are depicted as having only so much power to influence the 

narrative trajectory. That is, until the brainchild of Cain’s latest work in the period, 

Mildred Pierce (1941), which illustrates, in its closing chapters, the extent to which the 

pages of the popular press could be manipulated, should a woman with a suitably 

calculative nature come along. The title character’s daughter, Veda Pierce, manages to 

both re-launch her operatic career and betray her mother in the closing pages of the novel, 

using the popular press to this end in a series of carefully staged encounters and ‘reunions’. 
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Cain’s Working Women and Female Entrepreneurial Success 

 
 
The motivations of Cain’s male and female characters are decidedly different. Where the 

men are driven by sexual desire, Cain’s women are consistently shown as being motivated 

by a yearning for middle-class securities, made possible by financial gain.48 To this end, 

most of Cain’s female characters have an aptitude for business or have been engaged 

previously in a professional career. Beginning with Cora Papadakis, described by one 

reviewer as a ‘hamburger stand heroine,’ Cain recorded in The Postman Always Rings 

Twice the realistic ambitions of one woman achieve success within a field that she is 

familiar with.49 At the beginning of the narrative, Cora tells Frank, ‘I want to work and be 

something, that’s all. But you can’t do it without love […] Anyway, a woman can’t.’50 

Thus, Cora equates happiness with both financial success and the ideal of a happy and 

fulfilling marriage. This is made even more explicit in the 1936 stage-version of Postman, 

also written by Cain, which was performed at the Lyceum theatre in New York City and 

starred silent screen actor Richard Barthelmess, during a scene in which Nick recognises 

that the pre-requisites of the Papadakis marriage have failed to deliver him a return:  

 

The Greek: You no fool me. I do all a things we talk about before we get married. I take 
you out of hashhouse. I buy you clothes, spend two three hundred dollars so you have 
clothes. I buy a place, so is our place. And then you supposed to love me. Isn’t that what 
we said?51 
 

The ‘mistake’ made by Cora was thus her assumption that love would follow her marriage 

to Nick. Unable to love her husband, and unable still to leave the security of the tavern 

even with Frank, whom she does love – Cora believes that she has no option but to ‘turn 

hell cat, just once to fix it.’52 After the murder, it is Frank who notes her resistance to leave 

the tavern:  

 
At first, she was all hot for going too … but then the money began to roll in. When we 
opened up, about a week after the funeral, people flocked out here to see what she looked 
like, and then they came back because they had a good time. And she got all excited about 
here was our chance to make some more money.53 
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The murder of Nick thus proves to have been good for business, resulting in a surge of 

publicity that causes the tavern’s profits to spike. Here, as in “The Baby in the Icebox”, 

publicity and the notoriety that comes with it is shown to be a powerful currency in Cain’s 

America of the Thirties. Cora is undeterred by the financial cushion of Nicks’ insurance 

policy and immediately recognises in the tavern’s increased popularity an opportunity to 

capitalise on the publicity and channel money back into the business for long-term gains. 

Standing resolute, she tells Frank:   

 

We’ve got it good. Why wouldn’t we stay here? Listen, Frank. You’ve been trying to make 
a bum out of me since you’ve known me, but you’re not going to do it. […] We stay here 
[…] We take out the beer license. We amount to something.’54 

 

Jopi Nyman has argued that in Postman, the reader is faced with oppositional, gender-

based value systems: the masculine, underscored by movement and the need to seek new 

frontiers, and the feminine, which privileges a traditional domestic design.55 Whilst this 

gender-based reading is persuasive, it is equally important that, in much of Cain’s fiction, 

the leading female character is depicted as having not only an aptitude for business but also 

the strength of character to succeed in the (masculine) world of business. More often than 

not, however, these female characters manipulate their working environment to their own 

ends. One of Cain’s oft-neglected stories, “Money and the Woman or (The Embezzler)” 

published in Liberty Magazine in 1938, serves as a perfect example. Called in to the 

Glendale branch of a large banking chain, protagonist Dave accepts the proposition that the 

wife of the branch’s star employee cover for her husband while he is on a medical leave of 

absence.56 Once at the bank, Sheila does indeed display a genuine capacity for the daily 

work of the bank, along with the enterprise to secure new clients. As Sheila and Dave grow 

closer, he finds a discrepancy in Mr. Brent’s accounts which points to embezzlement on a 

large scale. Unsure as to whether ‘she [Sheila] might be on the up-and-up [or whether] she 

might be playing [him] for a still worse sucker’, Dave, led by his desire, helps Sheila filter 

money back into the doctored accounts in a ‘cover-up’ designed to protect her family from 

disgrace.57 As it transpires, just as ‘it was Sheila who figured out the way’ to refurnish the 

embezzled accounts, it was the design of the only other female worker in the tale, ‘apple-
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polisher’ Miss Church, to have Charles Brent embezzle the money in the first place.’58 

Over the course of Money and the Woman, therefore, the story makes it clear that in Cain’s 

mind working-women such as Sheila and Miss Church abuse their position and ultimately 

threaten the previously untarnished professional reputations of the men around them.  

 

The story points to a wider anxiety about women in work, which Cain’s fiction explicitly 

engaged with. Whilst Cain’s women had always been employed in some form of work, his 

treatment of different ‘types’ of working women varied throughout the 1930s and early 

1940s. Closely following Cora, Phyllis Nirdlinger of Double Indemnity stands out as 

somewhat of an anomaly in Cain’s work – a female of the ‘professional’ caste, who 

grossly abuses her position as a nurse to further her murderous agenda, in what amounts to 

somewhat of a parody of working females and the destructive potential of women allowed 

access to the world of professional work. Unhappy with this text, which Cain referred to as 

‘tripe’ in a letter to his editor, he turned, first in Money and the Woman and then with 

Mildred Pierce (1941) to a more realistic and identifiable portrayal of modern women in 

work.   

 

Mildred Pierce, although written at the end of the Great Depression, represented Cain’s 

first whole-hearted attempt to provide the reading public with a realistic portrayal of 

female entrepreneurship during the economic crisis. The book was, in many ways, a 

radical departure from Cain’s earlier works. In a letter to his editor in 1941, shortly before 

the publication of his new novel, Cain wrote, ‘I had in my mind a dumb story, applicable 

to millions of women, about an average woman, not too bright, who faces plenty of grief 

but is willing to work.’59 While, as described by Richard Bradbury, ‘the specters of the 

crisis [stalk] around the edges’, of Cain’s fiction, in Mildred Pierce it was central to both 

the plot and character development.60 Speaking on a radio broadcast with Albert Brush in a 

1941 interview, Cain made explicit the realism that he saw at the heart of the book, with its 

emphasis on the situational effect of women in work:  

 

C: In this story I tried to set up what women are up against, and what all of them are 
potentially up against – the problem of making a living. 
B: There are quite a few women in this army, aren’t there? 
C: Millions, I’d say. And just to make it really tough, the story opens in 1931, at the depth 
of the Depression. I would call 1919 the dream, and what poor Mildred goes through the 
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dreadful coming true […] making good is the main idea. It’s just the story of what’s 
happening every day to a whole lot of women.61 

 

From the very beginning of the novel, it is made clear that here, once again, Cain takes his 

readers into the world of the commonplace. The action opens as Bert Pierce mows his 

garden lawn, the third-person narration sweeping over the suburban environs and its 

married occupants. Mildred, who is first introduced as ‘the wife’, in-keeping with the rest 

of Cain’s female characters, appears to the reader as a thoroughly domestic figure, dressed 

in an apron and engaged with the task of decorating a cake.62 This cake, however, is not for 

consumption within the home. It is to be sold, in a system of exchange which represents 

Mildred’s first foray into enterprise and paid labour. Mildred is compelled to do this 

because, in the ‘dizzily-spinning’ world of the ‘Bust’ 1930s, her husband has not been able 

to adapt to their changed economic position.63 Bert, who ‘lived in a world of dreams,’ 

frequently of fame and grandeur past, does not possess the necessary wherewithal to seek 

paid work to support his family following the disintegration of his company.64 Mildred has 

no such qualms, delivering some of the text’s most matter-of-fact lines such as, ‘If you 

have to do it, you can do it.’65 This, in fact, becomes the over-arching message of women’s 

predicament, as delivered over the course of the novel – that women are hard-working and 

enormously capable of achieving success if given the chance to do so. This point is made 

clearer still in Cain’s positioning of strong women next to ineffectual men.66 The Pierce’s 

neighbour, Mrs Gessler, described by one contemporary reviewer as a ‘mistress of a 

distinguished variety of bawdy tact and insight,’ delivers the text’s most famous line, 

revealing to Mildred her new position following the departure of her husband: ‘You’re the 

great American institution that never gets mentioned on Fourth of July – a grass widow 

with two small children to support.’67 Agreeing with Mrs Gessler’s summation and after 

‘taking stock’ of her situation, Mildred doggedly seeks employment, experiencing along 

the way many false-starts and setbacks. In one exchange with a female recruiter who 

berates Mildred for having ‘slept’ through her life thus far, Mildred responds angrily:  
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As she talked she warmed up to it, explaining that she was married before she was 
seventeen, and that while other women were learning professions, she had been making a 
home, raising two children, ‘not generally regarded as a disgraceful career.’ Furthermore, 
she said, she hadn’t been asleep all that time […] She had taught herself to be a good 
housekeeper and a fine cook […] If she could do that, she could do other things. She kept 
repeating: ‘What I do, I do well.’68 

 

Awakened to the fact that her skill-set is narrow and unsuited to professional employment, 

Mildred re-groups and is soon faced with an opportunity later that afternoon in a diner. 

While having lunch, Mildred realises that the restaurant is in chaos and that ‘she was face 

to face with one of the major decisions of her life.’69 Despite her revulsion over the 

prospect of working within the service trade, Mildred works past this, motivated by her 

resolve to support herself and, more importantly, her children.70 It is interesting that Cain 

chooses to depict his female characters most frequently as working within a traditional 

domestic space – the kitchen. As with Disney in Snow White and the Seven Dwarves, the 

female characters of Gone With the Wind and the Betty Crocker campaigns during the 

period, the domestic space is consistently evoked as the appropriate space for female 

characters. That said, in Cain’s body of work, this space is endangered by their presence, 

given his characters’ propensity for violence and deception. Like Lura of “The Baby in the 

Icebox” and Cora of Postman, Mildred’s forte lies in cooking and baking. These women 

can thus be seen as validating traditional roles for women whilst, simultaneously, Cain 

shifts the boundaries of these traditionally domestic spaces, and with each extension his 

female characters grow more dangerous, the supposition being that entrepreneurial success 

breeds discontent and the prevalent threat of violence.  

 
With her position in the ‘hash-house’ secured, Mildred sets about the art of ‘cultivating 

men’, which she quickly notes, is the key to generous tips.71 Cain, in fact, makes the 

cultivation of men central to Mildred’s journey to success, a fact which prompted Robert 

Van Gelder of The New York Times to describe the novel as having, ‘the deep slow pull of 

the ancient ooze where worms and serpents crawled.’72 Here, the reviewer alluded to the 

role of women, in Mildred Pierce, as the architects of carnal temptation, using men as they 

do to their own ends. This aspect of the novel – the commercial dimension of sex, led 

another reviewer to describe the title character as ‘a bit of a slut’ and Cain scholar David 

Madden to denote the ‘streak of prostitution’ that consistently ran through the female 
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characters of Cain’s imagination.73 Whilst this is perhaps the case, in terms of the often 

mercenary way in which Mildred Pierce, Phyllis Nirdlinger, Sheila Brent and, to some 

extent, Cora Papadakis enlist the help of men to further their own schemes, it is important 

to recognise that these women are operating within patriarchal confines, and are also 

limited by the hostile working environment of the Great Depression.74   

 

Indeed, one of the most interesting and unique aspects of the narrative is Mildred’s ability 

to adapt her domestic skills to working life, and to spot an entrepreneurial opportunity in 

her road to betterment. As we are told, Mildred ‘was implacably determined to get ahead, 

somehow,’ and to do this she dutifully studies the restaurant trade.75 By the time Mildred 

comes to open her own business she feels ‘as though she were starting a well-tuned 

machine.’76 Mildred’s entrepreneurial impulse is made explicit, and her ambition is 

tempered by her realistic attitude towards the world of work and the realities of life. David 

Wyatt describes Mildred’s anchored world-view which he identifies as a product of its 

locale:  

 

Mildred learns to live well because she declines the extremes of either a utopian or 
dystopian view. For her, Los Angeles is neither the Emerald City nor the Great Wrong 
Place, but a house and a job and sometimes even a husband – in Glendale.77 
 

Importantly, female reviewers of Mildred Pierce praised both the novel and its heroine for 

this realistic attitude to work: Alice Dixon Bond wrote that, ‘I think she [Mildred] may be 

forgiven for the things she did,’ whilst Harriet Burdworth of the Corpus Christi, Texas 

Times considered it an enjoyable novel of detailing the occupational concerns of the 

‘essentially middle-class’.78 Mary Gordy McMurria of the Georgia Enquirer echoed this 

sentiment with her statement that Mildred ‘is a little more human than most of his [Cain’s] 

characters.’79 These reviews are particularly interesting when one considers the 

overwhelmingly negative male response, such as Van Gelder’s assertion that the world of 
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Mildred Pierce is akin to a world of worms and serpents. Cain’s inner circle, too, praised 

the new tone and scope of his novel, with H. L. Mencken writing that ‘I think it is a grand 

job […] for it not only shows the brisk narrative and penetrating observation of the earlier 

ones, but also a new note of feeling.’80 Close friend Samuel Raphaelson concurred, writing 

to Cain that, ‘You’ve increased your tools, and explored certain deeper and finer feelings 

in yourself. For me, Mildred is a pretty heroic, splendid woman.’81 If Mildred was heroic, 

her heroism was rooted in the everyday, and in her commitment to overcoming the 

obstacles thrown her way. Overall, friends and critics alike responded to Cain’s new and 

realistic novel and agreed that the book was steeped in realism absent from his previous 

works – as it was intended. Mildred Pierce was realistic in the sense that the plot was 

anchored in the context of the Great Depression and the action was propelled by the real 

and urgent need for the title character to provide for her family, with no murderous plot to 

drive the narrative. The realistic dimension to Mildred Pierce extended to the 

marketing/printing of the book, which Cain praised Knopf for in a letter prior to 

publication:  

 

Have just received copies of my book, and think it a fine-looking job. I note that it is 
dressed a little brighter than the other two, and I think this a good idea. It is more human, 
or at least supposed to be, and giving it color seems to be inkeeping.82  

 

The brighter dust jacket of Mildred Pierce and the centrality of the female to the title 

signaled visually the sea-change of focus that had taken place in Cain’s latest work (see 

Fig. 46). Unlike Cain’s former novels, Mildred Pierce’s style, structure and focus was 

radically extended and, central to this more ‘feminine’ text was the inner workings of 

female relationships. In fact, the new ‘look’ of Cain’s third work of fiction was more akin 

to female cookbooks of the day or laundry detergent advertisements, featuring housewives 

and happy homemakers, as we saw with the Betty Crocker advertising throughout the 

period. Far removed from Cain’s earlier works which had imitated the artistic style of pulp 

magazines and were therefore aimed at an audience with a reading appetite for intrigue and 

murder, the dust jacket for Mildred Pierce seemed to borrow from the favoured aesthetic 

of advertising campaigns relating to household products and cookery (see Fig. 47 & 48). In 

emulating the style of popular advertising, Mildred Pierce was situated in the everyday, 

utilising the advertising machine in the promotion of the author’s latest work.  
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One neglected line of enquiry in relation to Mildred Pierce is the role played by women in 

Mildred’s road to success. As previously noted, Mrs Gessler was often the mouthpiece 

through which the harsh realities of Mildred’s situation is made clear. Mildred’s neighbour 

and confidante provides her with both practical and financial help, enabling her to feed her 

children and purchase the necessary uniform for her first job. Later, Mrs Gessler assumes a 

hands-on role within Mildred’s businesses, and recognises with the Repeal of Prohibition 

an additional (and necessary) opportunity for revenue. Alongside Mrs Gessler Mildred is 

further supported by Ida, who she meets during her time as a waitress. Upon spotting the 

opportunity to sell her own pies to the restaurant-owner, Mildred ‘knew she had to capture 

Ida, and not only Ida, but everybody else in the place.’83 A relationship of genuine 

affection ensues, with co-conspirator Ida telling Mildred, ‘ I’ll take that Greek like Grant 

took Richmond. Don’t worry, Mildred. We’ll sell your pies for you.’84 As Mildred proves 

her ability within the restaurant trade, Ida and Mrs Gessler stand with her in what amounts 

to a female network of support. Each of these women demonstrate their capabilities and go 

from strength to strength, expanding the Glendale restaurant first to Beverly, with Ida at 

the helm, and then to Laguna Beach, headed by Mrs Gessler. In true Cain fashion, though, 

this sisterhood cannot last. As Mildred distances herself from the inner workings of her 

businesses, so too does the close reliance on her female friends come to an end, in a 

process which mirrors the disassociation of Mildred herself. The harassed and domestic 

figure of the opening pages gives way to a woman who, after ‘canvassing her 

qualifications’ and ‘learning the business,’ begins to feel ‘a little conceited [and] a little 

smug,’ donning a sports-suit and sporting a ‘permanent.’85  

 

This physical transformation pre-figures her distancing from the restaurant itself. By the 

end of the novel, Mildred has undergone a physical transformation, growing stout and 

losing her natural luster as she slowly moves away from cooking and toward the position 

of manager. Believing that Mildred is disengaged, and propelled by resentment and 

personal dissatisfactions, the commitment of her true friends, Ida and Mrs Gessler 

dissipates, until financial investor Wally Burgan warns Mildred, ‘‘You’ll be out, and Ida’ll 

be in.’86 Reiterating Mildred’s distance from her business, Wally explains that Ida will be 

‘better than a stage struck dame that would rather go to concerts than work.’87 It is at this 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
83 Cain, Mildred Pierce p. 69  
84 Ibid p. 72  
85 Ibid pp. 80-81  
86 Ibid p. 269!!
87 Ibid.  



! 185!

point, Mildred’s final punishment ensues: Having already lost one daughter as her attention 

to motherhood wavered, Mildred loses another object of her creation – one which she has 

come to regard as sacred and absolutely integral to her ability to continue to wrest control 

over her remaining daughter – her business. With her business gone and feeling the 

emotional impact of betrayal from her friends and family, Mildred turns to the one constant 

in her life – Bert. Thus, the lengthy meditation on Bert’s suburban activities in the opening 

pages is bestowed with new meaning – for, at the novel’s closing, Mildred is back home, in 

the Glendale house, with first-husband Bert dutifully by her side. Having explored the 

spheres of business and commerce and enjoyed independence for a time (before finding it 

lacking), Mildred comes full circle and eventually accepts the realisation that she is safer, 

cocooned and buffeted from outside influences, in the confines of her Glendale home, and 

in the position of housewife. The over-arching message of Mildred Pierce, then, is one of 

caution. The text is somewhat propagandist in its assertion that female ambition should be 

reigned in. June Sochen argues that both the book and famous 1945 Hollywood version of 

the Cain text ‘acted as a piece of social control for women,’ in its demonstration of the 

probable destruction of the family unit that would likely occur as the efforts of strong 

women were misdirected outside of the home.88  Despite the time lapse between the book 

and film, the emphasis on women’s hazardous potential remains constant. While the latter 

was released in the context of World War II, it joined a discourse over the proper role of 

women in American society that was rife during the Depression years. To this end, Cain 

can be seen as contributing to a wider debate over the proper role of women in American 

society. As noted by Kessler-Harris, working women (and especially married working 

women) faced great hostility during the 1930s, as their entry into the job market appeared 

to ‘[play] havoc with the cherished set of ideas about home, hearth, and women’s place in 

it.’89 While the novel Mildred Pierce clearly demonstrates the destruction of home and 

hearth, it was, in fact, Cain’s meditation on the Hollywood star system and the role of 

women within this burgeoning consumer culture that would arrest the minds of critics and 

readers alike. 
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The Rise of the Bitch in Cain’s Los Angeles Novels 

 
 
In a letter to editor Alfred Knopf, Cain wrote, ‘I simply don’t know what to make of it,’ in 

response to the critical reaction to Mildred Pierce.90 Cain continued that, despite his 

intentions, ‘I seem to have come out of it with the tale of a beautiful bitch, who would do 

anything to ruin her mother.’91 Indeed, despite the book’s title, much of the narrative 

revolves around Mildred’s relationship with her eldest daughter, Veda, who came to 

dominate each of the four versions in the novel’s development.92 H. L. Mencken wrote in a 

letter to Cain, ‘Your Veda will go down in history as the incomparable bitch of bitches. 

Not even Ruth Snyder is fit to be put beside her.’93 Within the scholarship on Cain, 

Mencken’s view holds: In what could be described as a pyramid of evil, insofar as how 

Cain’s women rank in greed and wrongdoings, Veda comes out on top. David Fine wrote 

that ‘Veda Pierce in her unmitigated selfishness and opportunism is the most distasteful of 

Cain’s bitches,’ positioning her above Cora Papadakis and even Phyllis Nirdlinger, despite 

the fact that Veda (alongside her mother) are the only female Cain creations of the period 

in which murder does not feature in their schemes.94 Let us examine the provocations of 

this wave of critical hatred toward Veda, which was shared by both male and female 

critics. From the opening of the novel Veda is described as ‘[moving] with an erect 

haughtiness’ and speaking ‘in the clear affected voice that one associates with stage 

children.’95 This artificial quality to Veda’s nature, however, is immediately shown to be 

something that Mildred vindicates: We are told that, ‘Mildred doted on her [Veda], for her 

looks, her promise of talent, her snobbery, which hinted at things superior to her own 

commonplace nature.’96 To this end, Mildred has ensured that her daughter has not missed 

a single piano lesson no matter how dire the family’s financial status and, despite the 

admonitions of neighbour Mrs Gessler over Veda’s ‘funny ideas’, Mildred responds that, 

‘She has something in her that I thought I had, and now I find I haven’t. Pride, or whatever 

it is.’97 It is Mildred’s belief that Veda is a better version of herself, coupled with her 

‘almost religious conviction’ that Veda possesses talent that drives the narrative, in what 

largely becomes a social satire of the Los Angeles suburbs which Cain found so appealing 
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as the locale of his books.98 This, one reviewer from the Pasadena Star-News was quick to 

remark upon:  

 

How Jimmie Cain discovered that Glendale is a Modern Gomorrah, I don’t know. The 
Glendale Chambers of Commerce will need two new bureaus when it hears that its city is 
the setting for one of the most ribald tales ever told of gigolos and demi-mondes.99 
 

The proximity of Glendale to the more affluent pastures of Pasadena and the star-system of 

Hollywood ultimately causes Veda (and Mildred) to harbour dreams of stardom and vast 

success. John Kasson has recently discussed the growing importance of children to this star 

economy, largely initiated by the booming popularity of Shirley Temple in the 1930s.100 

Kasson noted the role played by mothers in this child star economy, in relation to Shirley’s 

mother, Gertrude Temple: ‘Her resolution and faith in prenatal aesthetic influences tapped 

popular beliefs and placed her within a tradition of stage and screen mothers.’101 Mildred, 

too, can be seen as building on this tradition, unwavering as she is in her dedication to 

Veda and to the belief that she is ‘talented’. Even as she becomes successful, in her own 

right, in business, it is her eldest daughter who propels her forward and motivates her to 

expand, as indicated in the following passage:  

 

When she went to bed she was tired, happy, and weepy, and Bert, Wally, Mrs Gessler, Ida, 
Monty, the sign, her restaurant, and the 46 dollars were all swimming about in a moonlit 
pool of tears. But the face that shimmered above it, more beautiful than all the rest, was 
Veda’s.102 
 

And it is for this reason that Veda’s increasingly manipulative behaviour goes largely 

unchecked, with Mildred gradually adopting the attitude that, ‘It was almost automatic 

with her by now to acquit Veda of wrong-doing, no matter how flagrant the offense.’103 In 

other words, Cain demonstrates that in Veda’s case, nature and nurture have combined to 

create what one reviewer called, ‘as nasty a bitchling as has ever been committed to 

paper.’104 Mildred’s style of mothering, driven as it is by an unmitigated desire to spoil her 

daughter and give her all of the tools required to sustain her prideful and haughty outlook 

and strive for greater things, is shown to have gone dangerously awry. This process 
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Leonardo Cassuto refers to as a, ‘monstrous redirection of sentimental energy,’ where 

mother-love and the traditional mother-daughter bond is soured beyond recognition.105 In 

this way, as noted by Paul Skenazy, ‘Mildred becomes a kind of Frankenstein,’ whose 

brand of mothering has spawned the ‘brutal, cold-blooded beauty’, Veda.106 Central to the 

plot and to Veda’s character development is her awareness of the consumer-conscious 

1930s and her proximity to the value system of Hollywood, both of which, crucially, Veda 

understands. When piano teacher Mr Treviso bluntly reveals to both mother and daughter 

Veda’s lack of musical talent, Veda says to her mother:  

 

You think I’m hot stuff, don’t you? You, lying there every day, dreaming about rainbows. 
Well, I’m not. I’m just a Glendale Wunderkind. I know all there is to know about music, 
and there’s one like me in every Glendale on earth.107  
 

In this statement, Veda alludes to many things – her mother’s sentimental idealism, as 

indicated with her reference to the famous melody ‘Over the Rainbow’ from The Wizard of 

Oz (1939), and to the fact that she is acutely aware that she is ten-a-penny and that her 

home, Glendale, is but one hotbed of budding starlets in a nation obsessed with what David 

Madden refers to as ‘the American mystique of talent.’108 Kasson argues that, in this 

climate, children became far more self-reliant and observant than previous generations, 

reared as they were with unprecedented access to popular culture in the format of radio and 

film.109 This, Mildred laments as she is ‘shaken up’ at ‘the perception that this child [Veda] 

was no longer a child’.110 However, this change in Veda was something Mildred was 

cautioned on almost from the start by neighbours and friends. Monty Beragon, Mildred’s 

second husband, most directly stated the ideational gap between Mildred’s blinkered 

sentimentalism and the cold reality of Veda’s disposition: ‘If she’s a child, she’s forgotten 

about such things than you’ll ever know. You ought to keep up with the times.’111 Veda, 

therefore, is clearly a product of the fame-hungry environment of Southern California. 

Cain, in his decision to set his early work in this locale, evidently recognised the literary 

potential that this ideationally-charged space offered: in a 1975 interview, Cain said, ‘If 

you write well about El Dorado, why leave El Dorado’, offering an explanation as to what 

he considered the reason behind the vast popularity and commercial success of his Los 
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Angeles novels, and the waning of his books thereafter.112 Indeed, it is within the land of 

riches and grandeur that many of his infamous female characters, beginning with Cora 

Papadakis and reaching fruition with Veda Pierce, are brought to life. Madden has likened 

much of Cain’s canon to fairytales – but not in the modern, Disney sense, but in the 

traditional scope where tantalising promises were intermingled with horrors.113 Within this 

fantasy realm, Cain’s women reach their apogees in love, business and stardom, but the 

message is clear: with love and success comes destruction, whether it is death or a total 

loss of empathy and the capacity to mother. It is perhaps the fact that Veda Pierce goes 

unpunished, which is unusual for Cain’s women, that led reviewers to condemn her so 

vehemently.  

 

Contemporary reviews of Mildred Pierce in relation to their treatment of Veda ranged 

from the tame – ‘This Veda is really a catbird’ to the violent, ‘it would be such fun to look 

her up and strangle her slowly, perhaps beating her head on a cobblestone a little at the 

same time’.114 Many of the reviewers likened her to other ‘bitches’ in literature, with the 

Charlotte Observer declaring that, ‘Veda Pierce, Mildred’s daughter, makes Venus, Becky 

Sharp, and Scarlett O’Hara seem like sweet home girls,’ and the New York Times 

summarises Veda’s development as follows: ‘At the age of 11 she carries on like Marie 

Antoinette, at 13 like Moll Flanders, at 17 like the Witch of Endor, Sappho and Juno 

combined.’115 Most agreed that Veda was the ultimate bitch of American letters, following 

in the footsteps of Edith Wharton’s Undine Spragg from The Custom of the Country (1914) 

and perhaps the closest to Margaret Mitchell’s infamous heroine Scarlett O’Hara in Gone 

With the Wind (1936). David Fine likened Veda to F. Scott Fitzgerald’s Judy Jones from 

the short story “Winter Dreams” (1925), alongside other femme fatales which were 

proving plentiful throughout 1930s film and fiction. Cain was thus building on a time-

honoured tradition of American bitches, whilst also marking his heroines as a distinct 

brand altogether. What marked Veda as different from the ‘bitches’ that came before her, 

however, was that she got off scot-free. In short, the fiercest critical reaction was unleashed 

when Veda Pierce was allowed to leave the domestic space once again, presumably to 
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wreak havoc elsewhere. Unlike her mother, whose independence and foray into the public 

world of commerce was relatively short-lived, Veda’s destructive potential is let loose in 

the closing pages. It is therefore not enough that Bert Pierce, her father, severs his 

relationship with her with the line, ‘ ‘To hell with her,’ nor is it enough that Mildred finally 

‘[draws] the knife across an umbilical cord,’ but it is left to the critics and readers to 

provide punishment through condemnation, made urgent through the ‘open-ending’ of 

female wrong-doing in Mildred Pierce.116 In this way, Veda is closely aligned to Scarlett 

O’Hara because, unlike Cora and Phyllis before her (and her own mother), her actions are 

not punishable by death. In other words, the open-endedness of Scarlett and Veda’s 

potential to unleash their monstrous natures elsewhere, is threatening above all else to a 

patriarchal society. 

 

In the realm of Cain, his female characters are separated first and foremost from the 

narrating men in that their obsession with ‘making good’ is depicted as warping their entire 

worldview. Female notions of success in Cain, therefore, compel the women, beginning 

with Cora Papadakis and reaching its full height with Veda Pierce, to manipulate men in 

their quest for economic independence. As Tom Reck has noted, ‘The symbol of the 

American fetish with work/money/success is female in gender to suggest the bitch-

goddess.’117 Cain’s women are highly sexualised beings, consistently described in the 

1934-1941 period as having, in variously phrased ways, ‘a shape to set a man nuts’ and 

possessing a heady combination of entrepreneurial talent, work ethic and ruthlessness in 

order to achieve their end goals. Ultimately, in Cain’s Depression-era fiction, the credence 

of the ‘bitch’ gains momentum – until it is clear that, in the consumer-mad, fame-hungry 

climate of the 1930s, there is no end to the cold-hearted and mercenary ends to which the 

female characters will plunge in the furtherance of their ambitions. In Cain, ambition 

comes to resemble a distinctly feminine psychosis: Female ambition is warped and, in 

Cain’s fantasy California, the woman temptress is the progenitor of doom. It would appear 

that, throughout the course of Cain’s Depression-era fiction, the author strongly indicates 

that unharnessed ambition in women is dangerous. Where in Postman and Double 

Indemnity, Cain’s women are punished for their murderous betrayals by way of a violent 

death, and it is left to the largely sympathetic male narrator to relay the genesis of the 

crime, it is with the far more realistic portrayal of modern American women in Mildred 

Pierce that Cain’s women are shown to be at their most lethal. In their quest for riches and 

betterment, first Mildred and Veda, leave a trail of destruction in their path – and get away 
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with it. Whilst Mildred realises the error of her ways, Veda’s behaviour and manipulative 

tendencies know no bounds, and one is left with the sense that a new wave of literature 

will be required to countenance the presence of women like Veda in American society. 

Thus, in what I would argue is an entirely conscious exploitation of male fears over 

feminine strength and entrepreneurial ability, Cain’s women move farther and farther from 

real-life women, toward an entirely distorted and paranoid representation of female 

success. In the paradise-turned-nightmare of southern California, Eve is re-born and cast as 

the bitch temptress, driven by the singular desire to fulfill her own ambitions, and 

manipulating the male heroes of the texts to that end. 
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Conclusion 
 

 

Mildred Pierce was published on the 22nd September 1941, just over two months before 

the attack on Pearl Harbor which led to the United States’ entry into World War II. Whilst 

there is some debate over the extent that the onset of war restored prosperity, there is no 

doubt that the nation was lifted out of the Great Depression as a result of governmental 

fiscal policies intended to mobilise citizens and galvanise production lines from 

ammunitions to airplanes.1 If hopelessness characterised the mood of the Depression years, 

hopefulness bolstered the mood of civilians largely due to the fact that, as Robert Higgs 

describes, ‘everybody with a desire to work was working’.2 When men were summoned to 

fight for the American army, gender roles became temporarily dislocated once again as 

women were encouraged to fill the shortfall in industrial labour, although the emphasis 

was on the ‘temporary’ nature of this type of work.3 Sara Evans notes, ‘As in previous 

wars, activities once viewed as inappropriate for women suddenly became patriotic duties 

for which women were perfectly suited’.4 Women who had previously been discouraged to 

work were, ironically, then targeted as the U.S. government and popular culture identified 

housewives as a desirable source of labour.5  

 

A 1943 Fortune magazine article remarked, “There are practically no unmarried women 

left to draw upon … This leaves, as the next potential source of industrial workers, the 
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housewives”.6 As has been demonstrated throughout this thesis, popular culture en masse 

during the 1930s lauded female characters that were defined primarily as housewives and 

homemakers, whilst women who ventured into the professional world of business and 

commerce were branded amoral and a danger to society. This was reversed in the war 

years, as the government and mass media once again worked together in producing 

propagandistic material intended to encourage women to work, under the auspice of 

serving their nation in a time of need.7  Marilyn Hegarty eloquently discusses the nature of 

this process and is worth quoting in full: 

 

During the war years, print media functioned as a site of mobilization and control […] 
Popular magazines, in particular, served as dispensers of wartime propaganda, including 
propaganda aimed specifically at women. As the media joined in the mobilization effort, 
magazine publishers and authors responded favorably to government encouragement to 
disseminate the kinds of messages that would strengthen and solidify homefront support of 
and participation in the war effort […] While magazine literature operated, in general, to 
militarize the citizenry and more specifically to call upon women to meet their national 
obligations as wartime citizens, it simultaneously maintained and enlarged an ideology of 
traditional femininity. As more and more women appeared in public and entered spaces 
formerly defined as male, this phenomenon became a topic of frequent media discussion.8 
 
 
Whilst ‘Migrant Mother’ has come to represent the decade of the Great Depression in 

terms of material culture, no image is more immediately identifiable in relation to women 

and World War II as Rosie the Riveter. This female cultural icon wears a red polka-dot 

bandanna and a blue boiler suit with one sleeve rolled up, exposing her flexed bicep. The 

accompanying phrase, ‘We Can Do It!’ intended to exemplify the strength and capability 

of women fulfilling roles in traditionally masculine industries and professions – if only for 

the duration of the war when the absence of men dictated the necessity for these anomalous 

representations of women in work. This depiction was government-sanctioned in a 
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concerted effort to feminise the workforce.9 Maureen Honey, in her examination of World 

War II propaganda, sought to understand the process in which, ‘the strong figure of Rosie 

the Riveter become transformed into the naïve, dependent, childlike, self-abnegating model 

of femininity in the late forties and 1950s?’.10 As in the Great Depression, popular culture 

and the US government worked in tandem to reassert the domestic responsibility of women 

in the immediate postwar period. Honey concludes, ‘propagandists infused new life into 

the very image that the glorification of Rosie the Riveter attacked: the vulnerable 

homemaker who depended on a man for her livelihood.’11!In other words, the importance 

of domestic stability and the central role that women were to play in the recovery of the 

nation in this capacity outweighed all other concerns.12 The strength and optimism of the 

Rosie the Riveter years was ultimately dwarfed by the media campaign designed to 

highlight the integral essentiality of women to restrict their societal contribution to home 

and hearth.13  

 

Rosie the Riveter was both atypical and did not signal a colossal renegotiation of popular 

attitudes towards women in work.14 Her centrality within the popular culture of the decade 

and in the popular imagination ever since in fact obscures and distorts the negative 

portrayals of women rife in both popular culture and government propaganda throughout 

the war years (and beyond). Marilyn E. Hegarty, in her study on the demonisation of 

women in World War II popular culture, argues that authorities were plagued with anxiety 

over ‘the present and future impact of the wartime disruption of the gender system’.15 She 

concludes: 
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At a time when the state had initiated a campaign to protect the nation from prostitutes 
carrying venereal diseases, female sexuality seemed particularly dangerous. While Rosie 
the Riveter became a national icon, many other women who served their country received 
no commendations but were branded, in a sense, with a scarlet letter.16 
 

While Hegarty in her counter-narrative specifically refers to women who, compelled by the 

state, served the war effort in occupying morale-boosting roles for servicemen, her 

summation of the popular culture of the period is applicable to women nationwide who 

faced discrimination and backlash at the war’s end, fuelled in part by the increasingly 

negative portrayal of women as dangerous. Kelly Oliver and Benigno Trigo discuss one 

such visual phenomena of the period: 

#

Female sexuality is explicitly linked to deadly force in what is known as “nose art” from 
World War II. Pinup bombshells decorated the noses of U.S. fighter planes and bombers. 
Nose art is populated by sexualized, naked, or scantily clothed women in provocative 
poses often riding bombs.17 
 

Their study interprets the preponderance of ‘dangerous women’ in visual media as 

symptomatic of the anxieties that infused the era. Indeed, it was in the 1940s that film noir 

emerged as a distinct and unique genre. Much of Cain’s canon from the Depression years 

appeared on screen with Double Indemnity (1944), Mildred Pierce (1945) and The 

Postman Always Rings Twice (1946) – all considered classics. Like the hard-boiled literary 

world of their conception, film noir is described as ‘a male fantasy [where] woman, here as 

elsewhere is defined by her sexuality’.18 In terms of subject matter and representation, the 

dangerous femme fatales provided the perfect vehicle in which to harness the aspirations 

and activities of women. Place describes this process as follows:  
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Our popular culture functions as myth for our society: it both expresses and reproduces the 
ideologies necessary to the existence of the social structure. Mythology is remarkably 
responsive to changing needs in the society: in sex roles for example – when it was 
necessary for women to work in factories during World War II and then necessary to 
channel them back into the home and after the war.19 
 

Cain’s characters, therefore, prove receptive to a captive cinema audience, demonstrating 

the transferability of hard-boiled characters from the anxious Depression years to the 

equally anxiety-ridden war years. Film noir combined with government propaganda and 

other mass media to entrench the image of post-war society as a consumer paradise, 

facilitated by women re-entering the home economy without objection.  

 

The postwar domestic paradise that popular culture envisioned during the war years in 

many ways proved accurate with the burgeoning economy and baby-boom of the 1950s. 

Removing the Great Depression and experience of war from the everyday life of civilians, 

popular culture became more focused on the responsibility of women to nurturing roles, 

facilitated by the work of psychologists and child-rearing specialists such as Dr. Benjamin 

Spock.20 As Julia Kirk Blackwedler discusses, ‘Without the protective cover of wartime 

propaganda, the working mother of the 1950s found herself caught between economic 

reality and the neo-domestic mythology of the decade.’21 The high marriage and birth rates 

of the post-war years and the flock of young couples to suburban areas laid the 

groundwork for Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique (1963).22 Using as her source base 

a questionnaire of women in 1957, Friedan contended that the ‘Happy Housewife Heroine’ 

was ensconced in little more than a suburban prison whose wardens comprised of 

advertisers and other wielders of popular culture. Her book is attributed with both raising 
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the consciousness of American women, and beginning the Second Wave of feminism. 

Hartmann notes that this should be seen as part of a process: 

 

The glorification of the housewife, the stress on femininity, the emphasis on romantic 
relationships, the warnings about careerism, all indicated ambivalence about or opposition 
to changes in women’s activities and lifestyles. That these themes, along with negative, 
even hostile imagery, gained in prominence after the war testified to the endurance of older 
attitudes about what women should be and fears of what they might become. […] Models 
of womanhood were, of course, produced in systems largely controlled by men.23 
 

This thesis has explored the complex ways in which Depression-era popular culture, across 

multiple genres, conspired to continuously promulgate negative representations of women 

engaged in any task that took place outside of the home. Most of these industries were 

male-dominated, and the prevalence of these representations in the most popular 

productions of the decade attests to the success of films, books, comics, advertising and 

government-mandated creative departments in working together to foster a very particular, 

gendered and discriminatory representation of American women. Within the cultural 

landscape of the 1930s, the ideal American woman was white, married and predominantly 

occupied with the twin activities of homemaking and childrearing. For the most part 

minorities were omitted from popular culture, other than in service roles designed to curb 

their aspirations both professionally and socially.  

 

In this project, I have focused on the most popular and widely disseminated representations 

of women in popular culture throughout the Great Depression. Rather than focusing 

singularly on advertising or literature, it is my belief that only by examining 

representations of women in multiple genres simultaneously, can a proper assessment be 

made of the extent that popular culture was complicit in the transmission of conservative 

gender codes in the period. This assessment has therefore been far-reaching, encompassing 

both texts and images, from the thousands of animation cels produced by the Disney 
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Studios in the formulation of their first feature-length film, the multi-panel sequences in 

the early Superman comic books or Dorothea Lange’s documentary photographs, captured 

during her time working for the FSA project. In doing so, this process has afforded me the 

opportunity to discern themes that are remarkably consistent across multiple genres – 

namely, that the castigation of working women was commonplace and, most often, 

ambitious women elicited a particular and somewhat pathological fear in their audiences. 

The early editions of the Superman comics depict Lois Lane as a hard-hitting journalist 

prepared to resort to underhand tactics to get ahead. In the male-dominated offices of the 

Daily Star, her contributions are measured primarily by her ability to increase female 

readership for the newspaper. Scarlett O’Hara’s (successful) foray into the masculine 

world of commerce is widely condemned by her peers, until she finally learns that 

ostracism is the price she pays for her determination to flout gender codes: as Rhett Butler 

tells her, ‘Be different and be damned’.24 Damnation is, in the hard-boiled world of James 

M. Cain, the fate of all his female characters, albeit in different ways: Cora Papadakis and 

Phyllis Nirdlinger face death as a result of their murderous schemes. Notably, however, it 

is his most realistic representation of 1930s women that engendered the fieriest critical 

response. In Mildred Pierce, his title character responds to the economic crisis by 

commercialising her domestic skills. As her business thrives, so too does her obsessive 

commitment to her daughter Veda, who, as the text progresses, becomes more monstrous 

in her determination to become a star. Both mother and daughter, with their ambitions 

unharnessed, earn the vehement scorn of reviewers as their destructive potential is 

explored in the text and, significantly, is left unpunished. As I have demonstrated, there is 

a correlation in these narratives between ambitious women and un-womanliness, to the 

point of monstrousness. Moreover, this correlation is dichotomous, with portrayals of 

ambitious women ultimately unable to retain feminine traits and, in some cases, to survive.  

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
24 Mitchell, Gone With the Wind p. 663  
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Traditional notions of femininity, on the other hand, are praised and promoted across all of 

the genres explored in this study as the ideal to which American women of the 1930s 

should aspire. Often time-honoured and mythical tropes of womanhood would be utilised 

to politicise the importance of women adhering to strict gender codes, specifically in times 

of economic uncertainty. Both Betty Crocker and Aunt Jemima are products of the 

advertising industry that are still on the market today. Betty Crocker, in the 1930s, was the 

homemaker par excellence, whose ‘job’ it was to inject a corporation with sufficient home-

style personality to appeal to the target consumer, recognised industry-wide as female.25 

Betty Crocker guided Depression-era women through approved and tested recipes, offering 

a narrative through which women were led to believe that their service to the nation could 

best be fulfilled through providing sustenance to their husband and children. Aunt Jemima, 

too, provided a ‘comforting’ function – only this time to white America. Unlike her 

Caucasian counterpart, her portrayal was intrinsically damaging, linking Black women to 

domestic service and extending racist mythologies from the Old South into contemporary 

popular culture. Betty Crocker might have suggested that the best and most fulfilling role 

for (white) women could be found in their kitchens and homes – but Aunt Jemima 

reinforced the notion that Black women could be found inside other women’s homes, as 

opposed to their own. Black women were therefore dually disadvantaged, with long-lasting 

effects. Through sheer exposure alone, these characters proliferated, as products 

emblazoned with their images flooded groceries, billboards, and airwaves nationwide. In 

Disney’s Snow White, the animator presented his first animated heroine as a passive figure, 

consumed (and satisfied) by domestic responsibilities. The nameless ‘Ma Joad’ of Grapes 

of Wrath represents the indomitable strength of motherhood, but also sets forth an idealised 

and deeply coded model of motherhood that reaches fruition in the final tableaux where 

Rose of Sharon, in the offering of her breast to the dying man, represents salvation to a 

world where humanity is otherwise lacking. ‘Migrant Mother’, meanwhile, attests to the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
25 Marchand, Advertising the American Dream: Making Way for Modernity p. 66 
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emotive power of mother and child, whilst also robbing the subject of her racial identity. 

The objective recording of migrant life, therefore, was relegated as the artists’ aesthetic 

desire was realised: as with Steinbeck, the women in these artistic representations are little 

more than mythic pantheons to the timeless condition of women as mothers.  

 

From Betty Crocker to Mildred Pierce, then, representations of women throughout the 

period offered a heavily restricted portrayal of the opportunities available to women, and 

the support they could expect. Whether baking apple pie for a summer party or a three-

bean-stew to use up ingredients when faced with a bare cupboard, Betty Crocker was safe 

and aspirational for consumers because she functioned as little more than an ‘Agony Aunt’ 

in the period for housewives struggling to stretch a dwindling household budget. Mildred 

Pierce, on the other hand, as ‘that great American institution that never gets mentioned on 

the Fourth of July -  a grass widow with two children to support’, moves beyond socially-

sanctioned roles for women, becoming a great success in business.26 This success is 

portrayed as poisonous: She first loses her attractiveness, then her children and friends, 

until, at the novel’s closing, she finds herself back where she began – in the kitchen. 

Mildred Pierce is thus a warning to women who might harbour entrepreneurial skills, to 

curtail their ambition – or risk it all.  

 

Popular culture continues to wield enormous power over gender relations and 

representations of women. This project has illuminated the ways in which multiple genres 

proffered almost identical messages regarding the rightful place of women in American 

society during the Great Depression. In the 1930s context, representations of women in the 

professional world were consistently portrayed as unfeminine and, often, dangerous to the 

machinations of public life. Time-honoured tropes of femininity were recast and imbued 

with special significance, as with ‘Migrant Mother’ and the Betty Crocker advertising 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
26 Cain, Mildred Pierce p. 10 
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campaigns, intrinsically designed to demonstrate women’s potential to restore the spirit of 

the nation in their fulfillment of a conservative, domestic and nurturing roles. Whilst 

Scarlett O’Hara and Mildred Pierce topped the bestseller lists, their representations were 

intended as a warning for their audiences  - that to be successful in the world of business 

and commerce would necessarily result in alienation and widespread contempt.  
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