
Rosie the RiveteR 
Howard Miller’s 1943 Rosie the  
Riveter remains the most popular 
image of Rosie. 

“And so this war wasn’t just 
their war, it was my war, 

and I needed to serve in it.”
—Major Beatrice Hood Stroup, Women’s Army Corps, circa 1940s

Beyond Rosie  
Women in  

World War II 

      More so than any war in  
         history, World War II was a   
          woman’s war. Women,  
        motivated by patriotism,   
           the opportunity for new  
       experiences, and the desire 
to serve, participated widely in the global  
conflict. Within the Allied countries, women  
of all ages proved to be invaluable in the fight 
for victory. 

Rosie the Riveter was a fictional character  
created to entice women into the workforce 
and became the most enduring image of their 
involvement in World War II. Rosie, however, 
only tells one part of a very large and complex 
story. As wartime production workers,  
enlistees in auxiliary military units, members of 
voluntary organizations or resistance groups, 
and as wives and mothers on the home front, 
Allied women found ways 
to challenge traditional 
gender roles and  
stereotypes. Other  
women, however, were 
unable to choose their 
wartime roles—those  
in central Europe  
experienced firsthand  
the terrors of fascism and 
tyranny. This exhibition 
explores these diverse  
experiences and honors 
women in World War II.

“While other girls 
attend their fav’rite 

cocktail bar
sipping martinis, 
munching caviar

There’s a girl who’s 
really putting 

them to shame
Rosie is her name”

—A popular song from 1942

Norman Rockwell’s Rosie, 1943



“[Women’s] importance to a nation  
engaged in total war must be  

convincingly presented.”
—Basic Program Plan for Womanpower, Office of War Information, circa 1940s

Your Country  
Needs You! 

Propaganda played a critical role in  
influencing women’s participation in the war  
effort. Posters, radio, and newspaper  
advertisements appealed to women’s  
patriotism to create energetic support for and 
participation in the war. The image of Rosie 
the Riveter remains the lasting symbol of these 
propaganda efforts, though many different  
images and slogans were used to mobilize 
American women.

The government used 
patriotic language, 
catchy slogans, and 
emotional appeals to 
encourage women to 
buy war bonds,  
maintain a stable 
homefront, work 
in factories and on 
farms, and join  
auxiliary military units 
and other voluntary 
services. Jobs and 
services appeared  
fashionable and glamorous, and propaganda, 
largely created by the Office of War  
Information, emphasized that women would 
earn more money supporting the war effort 
than in most other professions. 

In part due to the success of this propaganda,  
6 million women joined the workforce and a 
further 350,000 joined military services  
between 1941 and 1945. 

Not always so Positive…  

Although most propaganda used 
positive language and images, 
women were also seen as  
potential threats to the success  
of the Allied war effort.  
Government images and slogans 
like the one below warned women 
against “loose talk” and to  
practice self-censorship. 



“The War Department must fully utilize,  
immediately and effectively, the largest  

and potentially the finest single  
source of labor available today---  

the vast reserve of woman power.”
—Henry L. Stimson, Secretary of War, 1943

when men left to serve in the armed forces, 
their absence created a labor shortage  
throughout the United States. By 1943,  
government officials and industry leaders 
looked to women workers to contribute to the 
production needs created by war. Nearly 6  
million American women went to work during 
World War II in jobs that they had not  
traditionally held before: in factories, plants, 
and on farms.

Women took jobs in wartime production to  
express patriotism and gain financial  
independence. By filling jobs in plants,  
shipyards, and on farms, they helped to sustain 
the booming industrial and agricultural  
sectors—a crucial factor in helping the Allies 
win the war. 

The presence of women in industry challenged 
traditional views of women’s work. Though 
most lost their jobs when men returned from 
war, women proved in a very visible way that 
their capabilities extended beyond traditional 
roles as wives and mothers.

Into the Factories 

“War changed everything.  
I was a welder and  
now a riveter in an  

all-woman workforce.  
Five years earlier, I was 

studying ballet, planning to 
become a ballerina.”
—Helyn A. Potter, St. Louis Welding Center 

Riveter, Mare Island Naval Shipyard,  
California, 1942

Mary Withrow, Bell Bomber Plant in Marietta, 
Georgia, circa 1942



“Many American women… 
found open doors where once  
they would have encountered  

brick walls.”
—Historian Anne Firor Scott, 1990

African-American women reporting to work, circa 1943 

A New Voice

war production provided new types of heavy 
industrial work for women of all colors. Despite 
often being relegated to the lowest paying jobs 
in wartime work, African-American women 
nonetheless entered the industrial workforce in 
droves. All women used their new positions to 
gain a stronger voice in labor; between  
1940 and 1944 the number of women in unions 
grew from 800,000 to 3 million. Some unions, 
such as the United Auto Workers, began  
women’s bureaus. 

The numbers of women in skilled professions 
also grew as they took advantage of new  
opportunities in higher education. Women 
seeking medical and law degrees doubled,  
and they moved into the fields of engineering,  
banking, insurance, and business  
administration. Though clerical work, widely 
considered a feminine occupation, continued 
to expand, women broke through traditionally 
male professions in numbers not yet seen. 

laNhaM act 

Women used their new roles in 
labor to press for nurseries in 
factories and warehouses,  
resulting in the Lanham Act. 
Passed by the U.S. government 
in 1942, the bill provided funding 
for states to establish childcare 
centers, allowing mothers  
to enter and remain in the  
workforce. By the end of 1945, 
the government spent $51.9  
million on the creation of 3,102 
childcare centers, serving 
600,000 children.

First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt was a staunch  
supporter of the rights of working women,  
including equal pay for equal work. She used 
her status as a public figure to advocate for 
women workers during and after World War II. 



“You have taken off silk  
and put on khaki...”

 — Oveta Culp Hobby, director of the Women’s Army  
  Corps (WAC), speaking to new recruits, 1942

More than 1.5  
million women  
assisted the Allies  
during World  
War II. As radio  
operators,  
mechanics, and  
ordnance specialists, 
women served with  
distinction. Although male superiors often 
doubted the effectiveness of their new recruits, 
by the end of the war the performance and skill 
of these women was celebrated in popular  
culture and by military leaders, including  
General Dwight D. Eisenhower.

By joining  
organizations such 
as the Women’s 
Auxiliary Army 
Corps (WAAC,  
later the WAC) and 
the Women’s Air 
Force Service 
Pilots (WASPS)   

 more than    
 350,000 American 
women proved their effectiveness in the  
male-dominated military. In 1948, President  
Harry Truman signed the Women’s Armed 
Service Integration Act, opening the door for 
women to serve full-time in the Armed Forces, 
though not in active combat roles. 

NaNcy haRkNess love  

Nancy Harkness Love was the 
commander of the Women’s  
Auxiliary Ferrying Squadron 
(WAFS), and later general  
executive of the WASP. Love 
trained WASP pilots to fly  
American military aircraft — 
the first women ever to do so — 
in non-combat military missions. 
After the war, she received an  
Air Medal for service to  
her country.

Military  
Auxiliary Service 

WACs en route to Ft. Clark, Texas. African-
American WACs served in segregated units.

WACs going to training, circa 1944U.s. woMeN’s  
seRvice BRaNches  

ANC – Army Nurses Corps 
OSS – Office of Strategic Services 
SPARS – Semper Paratus Always 
Ready (Coast Guard)
WAC – Women’s Army Corps  
(Previously WAAC) 
WAFS – Women’s Auxiliary  
Ferrying Squadron  
WASP – Women’s Air Force  
Service Pilots
WAVES – Women Accepted  
for Volunteer Emergency Services
 



American Red Cross nurses, circa 1943

Marlene Dietrich, May 1942

“The Red Cross has often seemed  
to be the friendly hand  

of this nation, reaching across  
the sea to sustain its fighting men.”

—General Dwight D. Eisenhower to congress, June 1945

women filled the roles of food and beverage 
distributors, nurses and many other jobs in  
the Red Cross, the United Service Organization 
(USO), the American Women’s Voluntary  
Services (AWVS) and other service  
organizations during World War II. Driven  
by patriotism and a desire to aid troops,  
hundreds of thousands of women embraced 
these new non-military jobs, often as  
unpaid volunteers.

In some voluntary  
positions, women went 
into the very heart of  
combat and challenged the 
assumption that they were 
neither brave nor capable 
of facing the horrors of 
war. Red Cross food and   

 service vendors such as    
 Captain Elizabeth A.  
Richards distributed hot food and drinks to  
soldier fox-holes on the front lines. By 1945, 
sixteen women had been awarded Purple 
Hearts for wounds received in battle,  
dispelling myths about women’s capabilities  
to serve their country during the war.

“Until Everyone  
Comes Home”  

the Uso  

Founded in 1941, the USO, 
with the motto “Until Everyone 
Comes Home,” was staffed 
mostly by female volunteers. 
Women entertainers and  
celebrities, including German  
refugee Marlene Dietrich,  
performed for the troops  
at USO shows in every theater  
of battle.



“Our women are serving actively  
in many ways in this war,  

and they are doing a grand job  
on both the fighting front  

and the home front.”
—Eleanor Roosevelt, 1944 

Make Do 
and Mend!  

in addition to filling the labor shortage left 
when millions of men joined the armed forces, 
women were required to maintain order and 
stable conditions at home in the face of the  
social and economic turmoil created by  
total war. 

When the  
government  
introduced rationing 
in response to  
commodity  
shortages, especially 
sugar, meat, rubber 
and gasoline, women 
had to do more with 
less. In order to  
ensure that military 
personnel were  
adequately supplied on the front lines, a spirit 
of ‘make-do and mend’ swept the nation.  
Although wartime life was challenging, women 
as the heads of households embraced frugality 
and conservation and reinvented the way that 
they fed, clothed, and cared for their families 
and homes.

Although the responsibilities were  
overwhelming, women often felt liberated  
and enjoyed their new roles as providers and 
innovators at home.
 

victoRy GaRdeNs

The government encouraged 
individuals to grow produce  
in their own back yards to  
stabilize the output of goods  
going overseas. These “victory  
gardens” brought families  
together and provided produce 
that was not otherwise available. 

Girl Scouts in San Francisco take part in the 
“Food for Victory” campaign, 1943



“In the secret war against  
the Nazis, women without number  

played an invaluable part.”
—M.R.D. Foot, A British Special Operations Operative in World War II, 1977

thousands of women resisted fascism in  
Europe and demonstrated courage and bravery 
by standing up for what they believed to  
be right. 

Individual women such as Violette Szabo,  
who worked in the British Special Operations 
(SOE), collaborated with government agencies 
and with underground resistance groups such 
as The White Rose in Germany. The risks  
that these women took to disrupt and defeat 
the Axis powers saved the lives of men,  
women, and children throughout Europe. 

Allied women  
engaged with  
resistance groups 
in sophisticated  
activities of  
deception and  
sabotage. These 
acts included the  
disruption of  
German industrial 

plans and transport routes and the provision  
of aid to victims of the Nazi regime. Women’s 
resistance activities also contributed to the 
success of Allied military operations later  
in the war, particularly the D-Day landings in 
Normandy in June 1944.

MildRed haRNack 
(1902-1943)  

After moving to Germany in  
1929, Mildred Harnack, an  
American-born teacher, was  
part of a political resistance 
group in Berlin, known as the 
Red Orchestra, that acquired  
and passed military and  
financial information  to both 
the Soviet Union and the United 
States. Harnack was the only 
American woman executed 
for conspiring against the  
Nazis during the War. 

Women in the  
Secret War 

Violette Szabo, circa 1940s (1921-1945)



“The fact that I survived Ravensbrück  
I owe first to chance, then to anger  

and the motivation to reveal the crimes  
I had witnessed, and finally  
to a union of friendship...”

—Germaine Tillion, 1975

women in occupied Europe did not  
experience World War II as Allied women  
did. They faced direct, often terrifying  
confrontations with the physical destruction  
of war and the tyranny of fascism. 

Jewish and other women in the camps and 
ghettos sometimes found ways to improve, if 
even slightly, their inhuman living conditions. 
Through “mutual assistance” groups, in which 
women provided each 
other with food, care, and 
clothing, through camp 
work in laundry or food 
detail, and even in  
secret resistance groups 

that shared  
information with the 
outside world, some  
women resisted the 
Nazi plan of  
total destruction  
of non-Aryan peoples.

Women were capable of dramatic 
acts of bravery. Rosa Robota was a 

member of the Polish underground  
movement and continued to defy the Nazis 
even after she was deported to Auschwitz in 
1942. In 1944, Robota and other women  
smuggled gunpowder in order to destroy  
Crematoria IV in the Auschwitz uprising. She 
was arrested and executed in January 1945  
after refusing to divulge any information.

woMeN aNd  
the holocaUst 

Women, including those who 
were Jewish, Roma (commonly 
called Gypsies), physically or 
mentally disabled, and political 
prisoners, were sought out for 
annihilation as they were not 
deemed part of the Nazi-defined 
“master race.” Though not  
targeted necessarily because  
of their gender, women’s  
experience of the  
Holocaust differed from  
men’s. They were singled  
out for sterilization and  
other inhumane medical  
experiments, were assigned  
to forced labor camps, and  
were particularly vulnerable to 
sexual attacks by Nazi soldiers. 

Behind  
Barbed Wire  

Rosa Robota (1921-1945)

Anne Frank (1929-1945), remains  
one of the most famous women  
who perished in the Holocaust. Her  
famous diary is pictured left.



More than 50 million people, both military 
and civilian, perished during World War II,  
making it the most catastrophic conflict of the 
20th century. In spite of its destructiveness, the 
war allowed women to make significant gains 
in occupations that had previously been closed 
to them. They found independence in steady 
salaries and adventure in their new roles  
outside the home, excelled at managing  
wartime rations and food shortages, and  
maintained stable homes in the absence  
of husbands, brothers, and fathers. 

Although World War 
II opened doors for 
many women,  
Japanese Americans 
were not among that 
group. In 1942, the 
U.S. government  
interned over 
120,000 Japanese 
Americans in 
assembly centers and  
relocation camps primarily in the western  
United States. Considered a possible threat  
to national security because of their ethnic 
background, these women—most of whom 
were American citizens—were detained in the 
camps until 1945. In the 1980s, the U.S.  
government began issuing reparations to  
surviving internees for the loss of their property, 
livelihood, and civil liberties.

FRoM Rosie to JUNe  

After victory in 1945, women  
were expected to give up their 
jobs in factories to the returning 
soldiers and resume their roles 
as wives and mothers. Although 
many continued to work in wage 
labor, an ideal of domestic life 
reemerged that cast men as the 
breadwinners and women as the 
breadmakers. The model postwar 
family was popularized in 1950s 
television sitcoms such as Leave 
it to Beaver and The Donna Reed 
Show. Though women continued 
to pursue new opportunities  
outside of the home after the  
war, it was not until the late  
1960s that society began to  
publicly revisit and question the 
importance of women’s rights. 

Legacies of War  

June Cleaver, 1950s television mom

Dorothea Lange, Women in Manzanar,  
circa 1942 

“[Women] realized that 
they could be of great value 

in any circumstance...”
 — Jane Tucker, welder in Savannah shipyards,  
  reflecting on the war’s impact on women, 2011
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