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Introduction

U.S. entry into war in 1941 created a whole new set of demands on American life.
Wartime mobilization in defense of democracy took on an entirely new meaning as the conflict
had implications on the national economy, institutions, organizations, and individuals. The need
for young and able-bodied men to support the forces abroad left the United States with a severe
shortage of manpower at home. This demographic shift called for a change in the role of every
American who remained at home, particularly the female population. The absence of many
fathers, husbands, and male workers left women with additional responsibilities and heightened
society’s expectations on them. This expansion of the female role altered the perspective of both
the government and the nation with regard to women. While their male counterparts were
serving their country abroad, women were expected to do their part in return by serving the home
front.

What did this mean for the average American woman? For most, it meant the
opportunity, and often necessity, to enter the labor force to make up for the significant loss of
manpower and income. Women entering the workforce became a normal expectation of the
wartime experience. Much of the public’s attention was focused on this change in the work place
as the need to make up for the absence of a large portion of the male population required women
to take positions as factory workers. Images of Rosie the Riveter and other comparable
advertisements encouraged American women to leave their households and take up jobs in
factories and traditionally male-held jobs. These new women were and are still recognized for

their wartime sacrifices and patriotism.' However, often overlooked are the women who

! Mike Wright, What They Didn 't Teach You About World War II (Novato, CA: Presidio Press,
1998), 52.
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maintained their traditional roles as housewives. As the war turned many aspects of society
upside down, these women facilitated a sense of normalcy while reaching new heights of civic
engagement due to the increased opportunities emerging from the wartime state.

The war heightened anxieties at home and in turn fueled the desire to preserve the
convention of the American housewife to comfort a distressed nation. The housewife represented
the ideals and values that the United States hoped to protect in engaging in the worldwide
conflict. Therefore, in reinforcing this role, the government reinvigorated the housewife by
empowering her with new authority in her position. The typical American housewife was defined
as a white, middle-class woman who could afford to stay outside of the newly mobilized female
workforce. While minorities and lower classes of women were coerced into new factory jobs,
white, middle-class housewives had the affluence necessary to maintain their lifestyles while
committing to wartime activism in volunteer positions.

One way that this was made possible was through the long-established philanthropic
activities of housewives. Both on the local and national level, women had participated in various
organizations and clubs to serve individual communities and national chapters. This civic
engagement had been particularly popular amongst housewives, as they often had the desire to
improve their communities as mothers and wives. Though membership to such organizations
was not limited to this particular demographic, middle-class housewives made a significant

impact on the success of these groups. By participating in existing clubs and organizations and

actively getting involved on a local and national level, these housewives were able to ensure that




the home front did not collapse under the immense wartime pressure while also becoming
leaders in their own communities.”

The Second World War provided an even greater opportunity for club women to
participate actively in the public sphere as many organizations expanded their normal activities
to focus on the immediate needs of the nation. The national government capitalized on this shift
in focus as it began to enlist the help of club women to address national issues. In this way, the
government relied on the housewives of the nation to help regulate and implement new policies
and programs.

In expanding on the arguments of various historians and adding my own archival
findings, I have developed a unique perspective through which to view the role of housewives in
the Second World War. The activities of women through various clubs and organizations, as well
as on an individual level, were instrumental in the national effort to regulate inflation and
preserve a healthy balance of consumerism that ensured an equitable distribution of goods. These
female volunteers were actively involved, not only as volunteers for the national government, but
also on a municipal level. To exemplify this phenomenon, I have used the larger city of Los
Angeles and the nearby developing town of Anaheim. In my discussion of the nationwide issue
and the municipal examples of Los Angeles and Anaheim, I argue that this period marks the first
time the national government relied heavily on female citizens to regulate government policy on
a voluntary basis. In turn, the war effort empowered homemakers to expand on their traditional
role in becoming active publically outside of the household. The Second World War did not only

impact American women, it also influenced the local voluntary organizations that they

2 V.R. Cardozier, The Mobilization of the United States in World War II: How the Government,
Military and Industry Prepared for War (Jefferson, NC: McFarland & Company, Inc.,
Publishers, 1995) 165.



participated in. The women I am focusing on as well as the organizations they represented were
just as much a part of the “Greatest Generation” as the veterans who returned home from war.
Their experiences in the Second World War influenced their ideas of personal sacrifice for a
national cause as well as unification on a community and national level. Though their male
counterparts have received much of the scholarly attention regarding this generation of citizens,
these homemakers and club women were just as significant to this society as their male

counterparts.

Historiography

Much scholarly attention has been focused on the mobilization of the United States in
World War II. However, James T. Sparrow points to the lack of discussion of the ways in which
the expanded authority of the federal government legitimized a sense of national citizenship
through the idea of wartime unification and sacrifice.” Sparrow examines this subject in depth,
though he largely leaves women out of the equation. In posing this same question within my own
research, I have focused this issue down to a study of the expanded citizenship of a particularly
unexplored group: housewives. Though various historians have examined the public
mobilization of the American homemaker during World War II, I have examined the issue from
both the local and national perspective while including a dimension of findings from my own
research that provides a clarified understanding of the experience of this category of citizens.

For example, in Pocketbook Politics: Economic Citizenship in Twentieth-Century

America, Meg Jacobs pays careful attention to the activities of women who remained at home for

3 James T. Sparrow, Warfare State: World War II Americans and the Age of Big Government
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2011).




the duration of the war and their impact on the politics of consumption throughout this period.
Jacobs examines the ways in which existing volunteer organizations and groups paired with
emerging wartime programs in order to implement and enforce federal policies within local
communities. Jacobs credits the functionality of these programs to the women volunteering their
hard work and time to carry out change in their communities from the direction of the
govemment.4

In addition, Jacobs examines the role of government agencies in implementing change
and the relationship between these agencies and homemakers in her article, “How About Some
Meat?: The Office of Price Administration, Consumption Politics, and State Building from the
Bottom Up, 1941-1946.” This article provides further insight to the issue while developing a
narrative of specific government policies and the timeline of such changes.’ In expanding on
Jacobs’ analysis, I contextualize the programs that dealt directly with the homemakers while also
providing insight into the success of these programs.

John Bush Jones observes the subject of advertising and wartime propaganda that was
shared with the American public in his work, 41 Out for Victory: Magazine Advertising and the
World War II Home Front. Jones discusses the ways in which the national government used the
media in order to communicate the message of patriotic sacrifice to the public. As much of this
advertising was related to household consumption, Jones concludes that these messages had a

direct interaction with the housewives of the nation.® In including Jones’s findings, I have

% Meg Jacobs, Pocketbook Politics: Economic Citizenship in Twentieth-Century America

(Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2005).

® Meg Jacobs, “How About Some Meat?”: The Office of Price Administration, Consumption
Politics, and State Building from the Bottom Up, 1941-1946,” The Journal of American History,
84, no. 3 (December 1997): 910-941.

§ John Bush Jones, All OQut for Victory: Magazine Advertising and the World War 11 Home Front

(Waltham, Mass.: Brandeis University Press, 2009).



worked to establish a connection between the national government and housewives in their
individual communities. This has enabled me to expand on this topic to address the ways in
which homemakers were perceived by their government and the authority they were empowered
with in their households and communities.

V.R. Cardozier also discusses the situation of many homemakers during the war in his
work, The Mobilization of the United States in World War II: How the Government, Military and
Industry Prepared for War. Cardozier explores the type of female volunteer government
agencies were looking for in order to bolster support for the national agenda in local
communities.” I use Cardozier’s perspective to develop an image of the type of homemaker that
had the opportunity participate in this voluntary role to help implement government programs.
Cardozier’s findings interact with the work of Jacobs, as they expand on the favorable attributes
of homemakers that are historically overlooked which made them ideal volunteers.

The journal articles of both Martin Hart-Landsberg and Landon Storrs examine the
timeline of the consumer movement throughout the war, with a clear focus on the responsibility
of women in the issue of consumerism. Hart-Landsberg follows government policy in an effort
to connect rationing and price stabilization programs to the female volunteers implementing such
changes.® Similarly, Storrs discusses the experience of the female consumer and the implications
of this subject on the nation as a whole.” Both articles expand on various details of the national

program while also discussing the experience of individual leaders and volunteers. By examining

’ Cardozier, The Mobilization of the United States in World War 11,

® Martin Hart-Landsberg, “Popular Mobilization and Progressive Policy Making: Lessons from
World War II Price Control Struggles in the United States,” Science & Society, 67, no. 4 (Winter
2003-2004): 399-428.

? Landon Storrs, “Left-Feminism, The Consumer Movement, and Red Scare Politics in the
United States, 1935-1960,” Journal of Women'’s History, 18 no. 3, (Fall 2006): 40-67.




the issue from a progressive perspective, Hart-Landsberg and Storrs provide another dimension
to the political implications of the activities of housewives during the war that is not clearly
stated in the work of other historians.

In understanding the local experience of women during World War II, I have learned
from the studies of Becky M. Nicolaides and Lisa McGirr. Within the city of Los Angeles,
Nicolaides examined the experience of women who were influenced by the rapid
industrialization of the L.A. region during the Second World War.'° Though Nicolaides’s
findings helped inform my understanding of the region, I have focused on a group of middle-
class women who had different wartimes experiences than the working-class population
Nicolaides writes of. McGirr’s work characterizes the region of Orange County and the
implications wartime development had on it. However, my study captures an earlier time period
not thoroughly explored by McGirr’s research.!! McGirr hypothesizes that the citizens of Orange
County developed from their wartime experience into enemies of the liberal government
regulation that had taken hold during the New Deal. In researching the female citizens of the
region, the “suburban warriors” I have examined were not the origins of the anti-government
crusaders that McGirr hypothesizes. They were instead very much behind Roosevelt’s war effort
to enlist civilians to assist in the war effort.

Though each historian I have included in my work provides specific information that is

particular to their analysis of domestic activity during the Second World War, I have focused in

on their distinct discussions of the ways American homemakers rose to new heights with the

v Becky M. Nicolaides, My Blue Heaven: Life and Politics in the Working-Class Suburbs of Los
Angeles, 1920-1965 (Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press, 2002), 186-199.
111 isa McGirr, Suburban Warriors: The Origins of the New American Right (Princeton and

Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2001), 25-29.
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challenges brought on by the conflict. Historians like Jacobs, Cardozier, and Sparrow provide a
thorough examination of the situation of housewives, however they lack a discussion of the
propaganda and communication from the government to individual homes that can be found in
Jones’s work. Furthermore, I have included a more in-depth approach to the specific experiences
of women on a municipal level by expanding on the work of historians such as Nicolaides and
McGirr. In addition, my perspective through my archival research in Anaheim, California
provides a unique approach to an otherwise under-studied topic. In my close examination of the
experience of housewives on both the national and local level, I hope to open up new avenues for

continued research of this subject and add a distinct analysis to this particular historical issue.
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