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Abstract: 

 

 

 American society places a great deal of importance on its military, and 

popular culture often conceptualizes this institution as hyper-masculine. Despite this 

feeling that the military operates as an almost entirely masculine space, women have 

been participating in the American armed forces for generations. Recently, all combat 

positions were opened to women marking the final step in the long process of full 

integration for women. The increasing number of women in the military in 

combination with the opening of new positions for women begs the question of how 

the military is responding to these changing demographics with their recruitment 

strategies. In an attempt to investigate this question, I have compared recruitment 

advertisements from three different eras and two different branches of the military. 

After examining these advertisements, I have concluded that the military both 

responds to larger societal notions about femininity and masculinity and reproduces 

them to be consumed by the public. In short, the Marine Corps has continued to 

cultivate a masculine and elite reputation in its materials that privileges men, while 

the Army has evolved to produce a message of teamwork and inclusivity that 

conspicuously features women.  
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 1 

Introduction 

On December 3
rd

 2015, Defense Secretary Ash Carter announced that the 

Pentagon would open all combat roles, an estimated 220,000 positions, to women with no 

exceptions. While some branches of the military voiced public support for this 

announcement, others expressed doubts about the effects of fully integrating women. In 

fact, this decision came on the heels of the Marine Corps’ September request for 

exemptions from integration in infantry and armor positions. This request cited results 

from a Marine Corps-sponsored study that showed male-only units shooting more 

accurately, carrying more weight, and moving more quickly in some tactical maneuvers 

(Tilghman 2015). However, critics of the study argued that it failed to take into account 

that many male soldiers had prior combat training and that it focused on average results 

rather than individual results (Tilghman 2015). Carter overruled the Marine Corps’ 

request for exemptions, citing the need for the military to operate under common 

standards (Rosenberg and Phillips 2015).  

Despite Carter’s assurances that women must still meet the standards required of 

all soldiers for these positions, some reacted with concern at the news. In particular, the 

current Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and former commandant of the Marine 

Corps, General Joseph E. Dunford Jr., released a statement saying “I have had the 

opportunity to provide my advice on the issue of full integration…in the wake of the 

secretary’s decision, my responsibility is to ensure his decision is properly implemented” 

(Rosenberg and Phillips 2015). While General Dunford’s statement was clearly not a 

ringing endorsement, others were more frank with their disapproval. As the chairmen of 

the Senate and House Armed Services Committees, Senator John McCain and 
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Representative Mac Thornberry issued a joint statement saying that Carter’s decision 

would “have a consequential impact on our service members and our military’s war 

fighting capabilities” and that Congress would be seriously reviewing the decision in the 

days to come (Rosenberg and Phillips 2015). This skepticism and willingness to publicly 

question the Defense Secretary illustrate the extent to which many Americans still feel 

profoundly uneasy with women serving in combat.  

With this latest announcement, women have finally been fully integrated into the 

American military, but orders and legislation alone cannot create an integrated force.  As 

an example, the Marine Corps is still ninety-three percent male, is largely dominated by 

infantry positions, and still segregates its recruits by gender (Rosenberg and Phillips 

2015).  Consequently, the plan to open combat positions will take time to truly alter 

Marine Corps demographics and even longer to alter Marine Corps culture.  In the 

meantime, debates continue about the extent to which allowing women into the military 

has weakened or strengthened it. Thus, further investigation is required to determine the 

extent to which these recent policy changes truly mark a shift in the way both civilians 

and soldiers, men and women alike, view sexual integration.   

In order to understand the military’s changing recruitment strategies, one must 

first consider the changes that women’s involvement in the armed forces has undergone 

throughout the years. Women have always held roles in the military, but these roles 

largely went unacknowledged until World War II and the years immediately following it 

(Peach 1996: 157). Even after women were formally enlisted in the military, they did not 

receive the same job opportunities, benefits, or pay as their male peers for many years. At 

the heart of the ever-evolving debates surrounding sexual integration, and indeed the 
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military itself, is the notion of combat. A large number of the restrictions placed upon 

women in the services have attempted to limit exposing women to combat conditions. 

However, this has proved difficult with the development of sophisticated weapons 

technology and the increase in conflicts dealing with insurgency and guerilla warfare, 

which make delineating enemy lines nearly impossible. With increasing numbers of 

women serving in the armed forces, I propose that the military has been faced with the 

decision of whether or not to alter its traditionally male-dominated recruitment materials 

in order to address a wider audience. First, I embark on a brief history of women’s 

service in the military. 

Women in Early American Military History  

 Despite the popular conception of the American military as a stronghold of 

masculinity, women have been involved with the armed forces since the birth of the 

nation. This early service appeared in several different forms. There were documented 

cases of women disguising themselves as men to serve in combat during both the 

Revolutionary and Civil Wars (Segal 1989: 114). Often these women were not 

discovered until they were wounded, ill, or captured, but they were immediately 

discharged upon being found out (Skaine 1999: 49). In addition to these women serving 

secretly, there were some women who served openly without disguises in non-support 

roles (Skaine 1999: 50). Although these stories were not documented well, they generally 

told of women who lived alongside their soldier husbands and took up the duties of a 

soldier in moments of crisis (Skaine 1999: 50). Despite the tinge of legend upon them, 

these stories have survived and stand as intriguing contradictions to the prevailing fear of 

women in combat. Intelligence and espionage roles exist in a somewhat liminal space 

between support and combat and have always been open to women. The Civil War in 
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particular produced the need for women to pass along information, and there were several 

well-known female spies at this period (Skaine 1999: 51). Of course, outside of the realm 

of legends, there were very clearly women serving as laundresses and nurses. The 

majority of the women in the Revolutionary and Civil Wars were nurses, and these 

historical events helped to solidify the equation of female with nurse.  

  Female nurses were an essential part of early military life, and their service 

helped to pave the way for women taking up other roles in the armed forces. The demand 

for nurses grew owing to both the drop in mortality rates from medical advances, and the 

notion that soldiers were American citizens requiring care, rather than simply cannon 

fodder (Reeves 1996: 73). In 1775, with the newly unified Continental Army in need of 

organized medical care, General Washington called specifically for female nurses in 

order to free men for battle (Reeves 1996: 76). The realization that women could offset 

labor shortage difficulties would come to be a key facet of the integration debate in later 

years.  

At the end of the Revolutionary War, the female nurses were dismissed and 

medical care was left to male surgeons and their male assistants, known as surgeon’s 

mates, with unofficial assistance from military wives and laundresses (Reeves 1996: 78). 

In the Civil War, both the Confederacy and the Union were woefully lacking in organized 

medical care and were prompted to hire female nurses after public outcry about abysmal 

medical conditions (Reeves 1996: 81). After the Civil War ended, just as at the end of the 

Revolutionary War, female nurses were dismissed and the system of surgeons being 

assisted unofficially by wives and laundresses began again (Reeves 1996: 87). In contrast 

with the Revolutionary War, Congress provided the Army nurses with a small pension 
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(Reeves 1996: 87). However, this act took place thirty years after the fact, reflecting a 

continued lack of consideration for these women and their service.  

During the Spanish-American War in 1898, military camps were overrun with 

multiple diseases, most especially typhoid fever, that were causing ten times as many 

deaths as battle casualties (Reeves 1996: 88). These epidemics prompted the recruitment 

of over 1,500 female nurses, but these women were hired as civilians not under military 

contract (Segal 1989: 115). The help of these women prompted the creation of the Nurse 

Corps in 1901, which was followed by the Navy Nurse Corps in 1908 (Reeves 1996: 90). 

Again, these women were still not formally a part of the military as they had no rank and 

received neither equal pay nor the benefits that male soldiers did (Reeves 1996: 89). The  

virtual invisibility of the women involved in early American warfare reflected a 

continued view that women represented the antithesis of the military and its values.  

However, as the United States became involved in conflicts on grander and more global 

scales, the need for female nurses would engender discussion about women’s 

participation in the military.  

 

The Supporting Women of the World Wars  

The World Wars mobilized large numbers of women in support roles, which led 

to the formal enlistment of women in the armed forces. As early as World War I, 

American military leaders discussed making women formal participants in the military, 

but women’s service, as nurses and in other supporting roles such as administration, 

continued to go largely unrecognized (Meyer 1996: 13). These nurses did not serve at 

frontline stations, but they did occasionally serve in field hospitals only five miles from 

the frontline (Reeves 1996: 92). Just as in the Revolutionary and Civil Wars, this 
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proximity to frontlines meant that nurses had experiences not all that dissimilar from 

combat, given their treatment of injured soldiers and nearness to enemy fire. This trend of 

female service members experiencing situations similar to their male counterparts 

without equal titles would only increase throughout the years. These nurses’ service 

prompted the bestowal of rank upon them, but these ranks were still not accompanied by 

benefits or equal pay (Reeves 1996: 98). In addition, nurses were held to higher societal 

standards than their male peers and if they became pregnant or married during their 

service they were dishonorably discharged (Reeves 1996: 98). Clearly, even as women 

grew closer to serving in the military in the same manner as their male peers, sharp 

distinctions persisted. 

The first step to changing this lack of formal service and acknowledgement 

occurred during World War II with the creation of the auxiliary corps for women. The 

years of 1942 and 1943 saw the establishment of the Women’s Army Corps or WACs, 

the Naval Women’s Reserve or Waves, and the Marine Corps’ Women’s Reserve known 

simply as the Marines (United States Office of War Information 1944: 6-7). During the 

war, 400,000 women operated in a variety of positions excluding direct combat (Skaine 

1999: 57). These auxiliary forces were necessary due to labor shortages, and the extra 

labor power proved essential in the war effort (Peach 1996: 157). However, these forces 

were envisioned only as a temporary solution and they perpetuated distinctions between 

men and women in the armed forces. During this period, the services continued to 

discriminate between men and women in that women were not afforded the same benefits 

or promotion opportunities as men (Peach 1996: 158). In addition, women were still 

barred from a large number of positions, which only men could hold. Despite this 
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difference in treatment and status, women in World War II did take up roles that had 

previously been delegated solely to men.  

This subversion of norms clearly caused social anxiety. Recruiting materials 

published by the Office of War Information rushed to assure both men and women that 

“women in uniform [were] no less feminine than before they enlisted” (United States 

Office of War Information 1944: 4.). Given this anxiety, it makes sense that the induction 

of women into the services at this moment in time reflected a need for workers rather 

than a desire to achieve equality in the military. Most women were discharged at the end 

of the war, but the Women’s Armed Services Integration Act, or WASIA, established 

women’s participation in armed forces as formal and permanent in 1948. WASIA 

authorized “the enlistment and appointment of women” in the regular and reserve forces 

of all four branches (WASIA 1948). However, this expansion of women’s involvement in 

the military was checked by the fact that WASIA capped the number of women on the 

active list of any branch at two percent “of the enlisted strength” (WASIA 1948).  Thus 

WASIA marked another advancement for women tempered by continued restrictions. It 

certainly formalized integration and ensured that women figured into the armed services 

as more than a temporary solution. However, it by no means marked the end of 

marginalizing women in the military.  

In 1950, when the Korean War began, 22,000 women were on active duty, 

accounting for less than one percent of the total forces of the military (Skaine 1999: 57). 

Within a year of the beginning of the conflict there were almost 6,000 Army nurses in 

Korea (Skaine 1999: 58).  The Korean War marked the establishment of Mobile Army 

Surgical Hospital (MASH) units. The personnel at these units had to endure extreme 
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temperatures and rugged terrain as well as long hours as some units saw admissions of 

over 3,000 soldiers per month (King and Jatoi 2005: 652). As MASH units were designed 

to be close to the frontline, they were also vulnerable to enemy attacks and artillery fire 

(King and Jatoi 2005: 652).  In general, due to the massive success of MASH units at 

saving soldiers who otherwise would have died, the presence of female nurses in Korea 

was accepted and even welcomed (Reeves 1996: 111). For civilians, the 1950s were an 

era of particularly strict gender roles, but civilian movements in the coming decades 

impacted military policy.  

 

Moving Toward an Equal Opportunity Military  

The 1960s and 1970s heralded the introduction of arguments supporting sexual 

integration that emphasized equality and citizenship in their rhetoric. This being said, 

women were certainly still regarded as a solution to labor shortages. In 1966, the Defense 

Department created a task force on women in the services, and several changes occurred 

the following year as a result (Segal 1989: 119). The most consequential of these was the 

lifting of the two percent ceiling on women in the military (Peach 1996: 158). At that 

time, the Vietnam War was escalating, and President Johnson argued that women were 

underutilized in the military (Skaine 1999: 58). Military women in Vietnam were largely 

nurses, and they numbered 6,600, which was the largest number of nurses yet deployed 

(Skaine 1999: 57). Otherwise, women were officially kept out of combat, and less than 

1,500 other women were in the theater during Vietnam (Segal 1989: 120). As Vietnam 

was the first American conflict to rely heavily upon helicopters to transport wounded 

soldiers, nurses were seeing more patients and more heavily wounded patients at that 

(Texas Tech University 2015).  These nurses worked twelve hour shifts six days a week 
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and regularly worked longer in mass casualty situations (Texas Tech University 2015). 

Thus, these nurses dealt with stress and exhaustion, vast numbers of death and grievous 

injury, and were subjected to enemy fire leading proponents of sexual integration to point 

to their service as evidence that women were capable of serving in combat positions.  

 The end of the draft and the establishment of the All-Volunteer Force came in 

1973 and resulted in an increased need for women to fill military positions (Brown 2012: 

21). At the end of the fiscal year in 1973, there were 43,000 enlisted women and by the 

end of the fiscal year in 1978, this number had grown to 117,000 (Segal 1989: 120). 

Clearly, despite the unparalleled level of anti-war sentiment sweeping the nation in the 

wake of Vietnam, these women were eager to serve in the military. Precisely because of 

the general aversion to the military in the post-Vietnam era, these women were an 

invaluable resource to the armed forces. In addition to the strains placed on the military 

by the Vietnam War, the increase of women serving in the armed forces was supported 

by increased public awareness of equal rights discourse stemming from the 

preponderance of civil rights movements in America at the time.  

Equality came to the forefront of integration debates largely due to the feminist 

movement of the 1960s and 1970s, and military integration became a key issue that 

divided or unified feminist activists. In 1972, the Equal Rights Amendment finally passed 

Congress after being defeated numerous times since the early 1920s (Feinman 2000: 

113). The ERA called for equal rights under the law that could not “be denied or abridged 

by the United States or by any State on account of sex” (ERA 1923). Senator Sam Ervin 

proposed several modifications to the original text that were supported by conservatives 

(Feinman 2000: 113). The first of these changes was the stipulation that the ERA would 
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not impact laws regarding the exemption of “women from service in combat units of the 

Armed Forces,” and the second was a proposal to continue to exempt women from the 

draft (Feinman 2000: 114). After both of these modifications were defeated by an 

overwhelming margin, the ERA itself was passed in the Senate and moved on to the state 

ratification process (Feinman 2000: 114). During this process, anti-ERA activists utilized 

the debates surrounding women in combat to rally movements against the ERA. One of 

the most infamous of these activists was Phyllis Schlafly who argued that women “had 

the right to be protected by men” (Feinman 2000: 127).  

Feminists supporting the ERA argued that women should be allowed access to the 

armed forces if that was their desire, but their rhetoric was somewhat dampened by the 

connection between feminism and the peace movement (Feinman 2000: 127). This 

association led feminists to forego fully endorsing women in combat and indeed the 

military in general. American feminist antimilitarism connected the patriarchy and war as 

its cornerstone belief, and thus argued that women should avoid further involvement in 

any institution that perpetuated inequality (Feinman 2000: 11). These activists viewed 

spending energy working for equality in military as  “essentially working against the 

primary ideas and values of the feminist movement” (Donelan, Guest-Smith, and 

Wilkinson 1977: 7).  Antimilitarist feminists contended that in attempting to achieve 

equality in the military, women were striving for equality with men in male roles, and 

therefore simply attempting to become men (Donelan, Guest-Smith, and Wilkinson 1977: 

8). At the same time, other feminists argued that sexual integration was a key factor in 

further liberating women and that equal access to the forces would contribute to an 

increase in women’s status in all aspects of life (Kumar 2004: 299). The antimilitarist 
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movement responded with the assertion that women were leaving behind their 

womanhood for the opportunity to kill on command (Donelan, Guest-Smith, and 

Wilkinson 1977: 8). As such, this was not true liberation.  

Inherent in this era’s antimilitarist feminism was a link between women and their 

roles as nurturers, caregivers, and ultimately as mothers. In this philosophy, the life-

giving capabilities of women were incompatible with the fundamental cornerstone of the 

military: taking life. At the same time, some antimilitarists argued that women should 

enlist in the military for precisely this reason. That is, women would have a tempering 

effect on the hyper-masculinity and violence found in the armed forces. Oddly enough, 

this equation of women with peace was a major tenet of both the feminist movement of 

the 1980s and the conservative Reagan administration. Of course, all of these arguments 

relied on a concrete and rather essentialist view of women as inherently less violent than 

men. Thus, all of the sides in this debate were able to manipulate even this basic 

understanding of what exactly “woman” meant to fit their respective platforms.  Modern 

feminist movements have largely abandoned this essentializing view of women as the 

gentler sex, but the equation of women with nurturing lingers in the debates surrounding 

women in the military to this day.  

 

The Watershed Moment   

After Vietnam and the equal rights efforts of the 1970s, women accounted for 

8.2% of active duty personnel in the American military in 1980, but they were still 

excluded from specific positions, including combat roles (Enloe 1983: 130). The Carter 

administration suggested further utilization of women in the military, but the forces did 

not implement these suggestions (Skaine 1999: 62). Immediately following Carter was 
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the conservative Reagan administration, which capped the percentage of women in the 

military at nine percent (Skaine 1999: 62). The Reagan administration’s call for a return 

to traditional gender roles and family values aligned with the antimilitarist feminist 

movement’s reliance on morals and motherhood to argue against the military (Feinman 

2000: 20). This combination took pressure off the military to further integrate the 

services. The freeze policy was reversed with the direct involvement of women in 

operations in Panama and the Persian Gulf War. In Operation Just Cause, American 

forces, including over 770 women, were deployed to Panama (Skaine 1999: 63). This 

conflict also marked a further blurring of the line between combat and non-combat roles 

as several women came under enemy fire (Skaine 1999: 63).  

The Persian Gulf War in the early 1990s marked a watershed moment for women 

in the military. At the time, this war marked the largest deployment of women in 

American history at over 35,000 (Stiehm 1996: 69). Again, these women were not 

officially involved in combat, but the use of long-range artillery and surface-to-surface 

missiles blurred the distinction (Skaine 1999: 64). During the Gulf War, 52% of Army 

roles, 59% of Navy roles, 20% of Marines roles, and 97% of Air Force roles were open to 

women, so women were performing more duties and on a larger scale than ever before 

(Skaine 1999: 65). The Gulf War disproved many fears about women in the military not 

being able to handle tasks traditionally appointed to men. In fact, these women’s service 

prompted a Presidential Commission on the Assignment of Women in the Armed Forces. 

However, in 1993 the commission recommended that women still be excluded from 

direct combat units and positions (United States 1993: 24).  Despite this continued 

exclusion, by 1993, approximately one third of women in the military were in positions 
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other than administration or health, in other words, traditionally male roles (Stiehm 1996: 

68). The well-publicized success of these women sparked further discussions of women 

in the military in both the civilian and military spheres.  

As women began to move beyond their customary support roles, understandings 

of the nature of combat itself and what positions women could fill began to change. As 

more and more women entered the military, the focus of sexual integration proponents 

shifted to expanding the military specialties that women could fill. The Department of 

Defense’s definition of combat between the years of 1988 and 1993 was based on the 

“risk rule” (Peach 1996: 158). This rule defined combat as happening when “closing with 

the enemy by fire, maneuver, or shock effect to destroy or capture or while repelling 

assault by fire, close combat or counter attack (Peach 1996: 158). As such, women were 

excluded from any positions falling under these parameters. In 1993, the Defense 

Secretary replaced this risk rule with a new definition of ground combat under which 

women were not permitted in units that engaged the enemy with weapons while exposed 

to fire or that involved “substantial probability of direct physical contact” with the 

opposing forces (Peach 1996: 158). This new definition meant that women could not be 

excluded from positions based on risk alone.   

 

Lifting of Combat Restrictions  

In 2013, Defense Secretary Leon Panetta and the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of 

Staff, General Martin Dempsey, rescinded rules barring women from units whose 

primary mission was to engage in ground combat (Vergun 2013). With this new rule, 

questions regarding women in the military changed from asking why a woman should be 

allowed in a position to asking why a woman should not be allowed in a position (Vergun 
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2013). Since 2013, the four branches have opened up 91,000 positions to women, and the 

Department of Defense ordered the services to integrate women into the remaining slots 

by January of 2016 (Olson 2015). General Robert W. Cone, the commander of Army 

Training and Doctrine Command, reported that the Army was looking into “traditional 

impediments” of integrating women into the forces, particularly the attitudes of male 

soldiers (Vergun 2013). As previously mentioned, combat roles were officially opened to 

women in 2015. However, current trends in military demographics do not necessarily 

reflect this recent change. Any changes in recruitment strategies that the military will 

adopt in reaction to opening positions to women have not yet been made apparent in 

advertisements.  
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Women’s Motivations for Military Service 

 For recruitment materials to be effective, they must touch on at least some of the 

factors motivating women to enlist in the military. That being said, these materials must 

be understood as reflecting the military’s understanding of why women decide to serve 

rather than women’s true motivations. In early advertisements, women’s motives are 

often implicitly contrasted with men’s reasons for serving. While men are portrayed as 

brave and patriotic, women are seen as enlisting for personal benefit. Later recruitment 

materials acknowledge that men often think of themselves as well when choosing to 

enlist. In general, advertisements tend to either portray women as serving for their own 

benefit, or group them with men when discussing political or patriotic motives. The 

overarching theme found in many recruitment materials is an assumption that women’s 

service relates to men.  

 

Patriotism and Gender: 

Recruiting advertisements for the WAC were unique compared to today’s 

recruiting material in that they were specifically tailored to women. All branches of the 

military had a separate women’s corps at that point, so advertisements could speak 

directly to women. Today, recruitment strategies must take into account how to appeal to 

all potential recruits, male and female. Despite this focus on recruiting women alone, a 

selection of recruitment materials from Woman’s Home Companion illustrate how these 

advertisements for the most part centered around men rather than women. WAC 

recruitment materials did not attempt to appeal to men, rather they often appealed to 

women in terms of the men in their lives. While the notion of patriotic duty and 

opportunities for personal betterment and enjoyment were definitely included in WAC 
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advertisements, recruitment clearly favored the strategy of using women’s connections to 

men.  

The Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps, or WAAC, was created in 1942 and at this 

point was not a formal part of the Army (Meyer 1996: 12). As America’s involvement in 

the war increased, the demand for women increased, especially women abroad. The 

auxiliary status of the WAAC meant that women did not receive the same pay, benefits or 

rank as male peers, which had a direct impact on recruitment numbers (Segal 1989: 117). 

The transition from the WAAC to the Women’s Army Corps, or WAC, which established 

these women as officially a part of the American Army happened in 1943 (Meyer 1996: 

32). With rampant skepticism regarding women now serving as official Army members, 

recruitment standards were heightened. Women hoping to enlist faced moral character 

restrictions and technical skill and education standards that men enlisting did not (Brown 

2012: 63). This highly restrictive process resulted in only 400 white and 40 black officers 

drawn from a pool of 30,000 applicants for the WAC’s first group of recruits (Brown 

2012: 63). The overwhelming response of women, in spite of such a selective enlisting 

process, begs the question of what WAC recruitment materials did so successfully 

The WAC debated about implementing two different recruitment strategies. The 

first was an appeal to women’s sense of patriotic duty and the other an appeal to self-

interest (Meyer 1996: 59). In the end, the WAC utilized both strategies by running 

advertisements that paradoxically showed women as both self-sacrificing and self-

serving. Women who enlisted were depicted as longing for the traditional trappings of 

femininity, a “pretty frock” for example (WAAC Advertisement Feb. 1943, Figure 1). At 

the same time, it was suggested that WACs would not trade the feeling of serving their 
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country “for a mink coat and a bushel of orchids” (WAAC Advertisement Jan. 1943, 

Figure 1. Thus, 1940s advertisements do acknowledge that WACs sacrificed for their 

country and had the war effort itself in mind. However, these sacrifices are placed in a 

separate category from men’s willingness to lay down their lives for their country.  

  

 

 

In more contemporary advertisements, women are often portrayed as part of a 

larger team that is patriotic and proud to be so. In 2015, the Army premiered recruitment 

advertisements with the slogan “Join the Team That Makes a Difference,” which marked 

Figure 2: Jan. 1943 WAAC Advertisement 

Figure 1: Feb. 1943 WAAC Advertisement 
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a change from the previous “Army Strong” slogan. This shift in emphasizing service and 

teamwork includes women in its rhetoric as well.  Even with a very clear distinction 

between Marine Corps and Army recruitment strategies, which I will highlight later, the 

Marines also have come to more overtly emphasize patriotism in recent years. Their 

slogan remains “The Few, The Proud,” but a recent ad was titled “The Land That We 

Love” and featured quintessential scenes of American life, such as a football game and 

voting, as proof of the Marines’ commitment to honor and serve their country (Marine 

Corps March 17, 2015 “The Land That We Love”). The advertisement takes place from 

the point of view of a young man and predominantly features other men. Thus, women’s 

patriotic and political motivations are most often subsumed into larger institutional 

patriotism that includes both men and women.    

 

Women’s Service for Men: 

Especially in the early days of women’s service, women were seen as 

indispensable for their ability to free up men for combat. In fact, showing WACs 

releasing men from their noncombat roles was a major part of the WAC recruitment 

strategy. A January 1943 advertisement reminds, “you know that without you some 

fighting man would lose his chance to fight” (WAAC Advertisement Jan. 1943, Figure 

1). Another advertisement, entitled “Okay Solider, I’ll Take Over” pictures a WAAC 

shaking hands with a male soldier, clearly taking over his duties as radio operator (Figure 

3). This type of ad portrays women as not only helping the country by freeing men to 

fight but also helping these men who are itching for a “chance to fight” (WAAC 

Advertisement Jan. 1943, Figure 1). After all, “what man wants to sit at a desk when 

there are planes to fly…tanks that could be tearing toward Victory…machine guns 
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waiting for a steady hang and a cold bead on Japs and Nazis” (WAAC Advertisement 

May 1943, Figure 3)?  This language of course divides men and women serving in the 

Army by their supposed desire, or lack thereof, to be in combat. Simply by virtue of 

being men, soldiers were seen as desirous of combat positions and wasted in support 

roles. The focus on men perhaps also relates to assuring women recruits that their service 

would be appreciated by male soldiers rather than resented or scorned.  

 

Figure 3: May 1943 

WAAC Advertisement 

Even in an 

advertisement 

marketing the 

friendships, fun, and 

sense of 

accomplishment 

awaiting recruits, the 

ultimate goal is once 

again identified as 

“taking over from 

soldiers who’ve been 

biting their nails at 

desk jobs, and now 
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have their chance to punch Hitler in the nose” (WAAC Advertisement Apr. 1943, Figure 

4).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4: Apr. 1943 WAAC Advertisement  
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This focus on taking over for soldiers is not at all surprising, as this was the principal goal 

of the women’s auxiliary corps. At this point in American history, women in the military 

were viewed as instrumental primarily due to their ability to free men for fighting. 

Indeed, the WACs’ ability to free men for battle was very important in the war effort and 

the Allied victory. Due to the “increasingly bureaucratic nature of the Army” during the 

1940s, women who were able to perform clerical and administrative tasks allowed the 

Army to release the individuals that it considered appropriate for combat (Meyer 1996: 

71). In addition, Army planners believed that women were particularly helpful as they 

could take the place of two or even three enlisted men (Meyer 1996: 76). The WAC did 

not portray women’s service as being equal to men’s service, but this was in fact the case.   

Recruiting materials also portrayed women’s military service as rooted in their 

identities as daughters, mothers, sisters, wives, or girlfriends to men serving in the 

military (Meyer 1996: 54). For example, in Figure 2, entitled “My Jim Would Be Proud 

of Me,” a woman changes a tire on a Jeep in a jumpsuit and cap. The ad’s text clearly 

represents this woman’s thoughts regarding her WAAC service, with continual references 

to her husband. The text identifies the primary motivation behind this woman’s service as 

being her desire to make her husband proud and to speed his return home. It declares the 

woman knew she had to serve since her husband felt deeply “about all-out-war-to win 

quickly and for keeps” (WAAC Advertisement Feb. 1943, Figure 2). The advertisement 

does acknowledge that women were motivated by the “satisfaction of personal 

participation,” but it also heavily relies upon the notion that women were joining the war 

effort due to their connection to men (WAAC Advertisement Feb. 1943, Figure 2).  
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Changing Standards in Self-Interest: 

Advertisements portrayed the WAC as being simultaneously a fun opportunity for 

bright young women and a necessary element in the war effort. This combination of 

strategies appears in Figure 4 entitled “This is the Life & I Love It” (WAAC 

Advertisement Apr. 1943). The WACs in the ad are enjoying leisure time by playing 

piano and Ping-Pong, alongside text that emphasizes female friendship and good times. 

However, the subject of the advertisement insists that this fun was a surprise to the 

speaker as she joined due to “a deep need to do something about this war” (WAAC 

Advertisement Apr. 1943, Figure 4). Thus, her enjoyment of Army life is a happy 

accident, allowing the WAC to portray itself as both a serious institution and an 

opportunity for young women to have fun and form lasting friendships with other 

women. Even when focusing on the self-interest of women hoping to enlist, men make an 

appearance. As previously mentioned, WAC ads often appealed to women on the basis of 

their “husbands, sons, brothers, and sweethearts in combat” (WAAC Advertisement Feb. 

1943, Figure 1). Thus, such advertisements reminded WACs that their service could 

speed the end of the war and bring back loved ones earlier.   

 Beyond the notion of bringing male relatives back to women, the focus on freeing 

soldiers for battle appears in ads that emphasize the benefits and fulfillment available to 

women. One such ad locates WACs as the latest in a long line of American military 

heroines such as Molly Pitcher (WAAC Advertisement Mar. 1943, Figure 5). This 

advertisement relates that Molly Pitcher “grabbed the gun of her fallen husband in the 

Battle of Monmouth and won her sergeant’s stripes from General Washington” (WAAC 

Advertisement Mar. 1943, Figure 5). The action and excitement of this historical woman 

is translated to contemporary American women “releasing soldiers on the fighting fronts” 
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(WAAC Advertisement Mar. 1943, Figure 5). Even in material clearly meant to appeal to 

women’s sense of history, patriotism, and even glory, men are elevated above WACs.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5: Mar. 1943 WAAC Advertisement  
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Just thirty years after World War II, American conceptions of the military and 

masculinity had undergone dramatic changes. The ending of American involvement in 

the Vietnam War in 1973 brought the beginning of the military’s All-Volunteer Force. 

Anti-war sentiment following Vietnam and burgeoning anxieties regarding the 

vulnerability of American masculinity clashed with the need for women to fill positions 

in the new AVF. These changes meant that military recruitment materials emphasized 

different ideals than in earlier years. Recruitment strategies needed to reconcile the 

conception of the military as the ultimate institution of masculine strength with the drive 

to recruit women. This dissonance was especially apparent in the different recruiting 

methods found in advertisements from the Army and the Marine Corps, respectively. 

During this period, the Marines continued a trend of portraying themselves as the most 

elite and masculine branch of the American military, while the Army advertised its 

inclusive and approachable nature to potential recruits of both sexes. This era’s 

advertisements placed a greater importance on educational and vocational opportunities, 

but their treatment of masculinity and women reveals the extent to which the military also 

felt anxious about American manhood.  

 The era immediately following the Vietnam War marked a major shift in 

American culture, particularly regarding the civilian perception of the military. The 

negative attitude toward the American government, and the military in particular, 

coincided with a perceived crisis of masculinity during the 1970s. First, anxiety was built 

upon the foundation of middle-class worries regarding a feminization of American 

manhood during the 1960s (Robinson 2000: 28). The increasing attention paid to various 

women’s rights movements reflected in political discourse regarding the ERA generated 
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anxiety about women’s potential for upward social mobility and the resulting effect on 

men’s status. In fact, the mid-1970s saw an explosion of men’s movements and male 

authors arguing that it was men, not women, who were the oppressed members of society 

(Robinson 2000: 130). Most famous among these works was Herb Goldberg’s 1976 The 

Hazards of Being Male: Surviving the Myth of Masculine Privilege. Goldberg argued that 

unlike “some of the problems of women, the problems of men [were] not readily changed 

through legislation” (Goldberg 1976: 4). Women did not feel the same pressure that men 

did to suppress their feelings and provide for their families.  

In short, Goldberg did not deny the existence of a patriarchal American society; 

he simply argued that the patriarchy damaged men more than women. Goldberg 

expressed his worry that “women’s liberation [required] that men stay in harness,” 

meaning that men became more oppressed as women grew more liberated (Clatterbaugh 

1992: 183). This cultural tension regarding men’s and women’s rights coincided with the 

economic downturn of the 1970s, which resulted in another seeming blow to men’s 

abilities to fulfill their masculine duties (Brown 2012: 3). Finally, in addition to an 

upsurge in anti-war sentiments, the failure in Vietnam was viewed as another clue that 

American manhood was no longer what it used to be (Brown 2012: 3). The 

contemporaneity of these anxieties regarding masculinity, particularly in relation to the 

military, meant that the military had to work harder to portray itself as possessing the 

same strength that it did before.  

Instead of focusing on patriotic duty or serving one’s country, 1970s ads 

highlighted how the various opportunities for education and self-development that the 

military could provide for the individual. Advertisements described how the Army would 
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pay seventy-five percent of recruits’ college tuition during service and that up to thirty-

six months of financial aid were available after enlistment was over (Figure 6). In 

addition, job-training and the opportunity to serve in Europe were commonly listed as 

major perks for recruits (Figure 6). Not to be outdone on this front, the Marine Corps 

wanted potential recruits to know that it kept up with the Army and other branches in 

terms of “educational and vocational opportunities,” such as the ability to earn a degree 

or train in a specialized field like “electronics, or aviation technology” (Marine Corps 

September 30, 1974, Figure 7). Beyond looking toward the future, advertisements also 

made sure to mention how recruits would be compensated during their service.  

Figure 6: July 29 Army Advertisement 
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The focus on personal benefits of military service served multiple purposes, chief 

among them being the ability to remain relevant and competitive with other branches. 

Marine advertisements frequently reminded readers that the Marine Corps offered “as 

many educational opportunities as the Air Force, Navy or Army (Marine Corps 

September 30, 1974, see Figure 7). In addition to being a means of outshining other 

forces, details of opportunities for recruits also served to shift the public’s focus from the 

combat aspect of the military, which had gained a negative connotation after Vietnam. 

The undesirability of military 

service during the 1970s meant 

that recruitment strategies had to 

change in order for the branches 

to be competitive. This personal 

betterment strategy continued 

through the late 1970s as 

evidenced by a 1979 video, 

which ends with the assertion 

that the Army was a “chance to 

serve your country as you serve 

yourself” (Army 1979). In some 

ways, this advertisement marks a 

departure from earlier 1970s ads, 

which emphasize benefits over patriotism almost exclusively.  

Figure 7: Sept. 1974 Marine Corps Advertisement  
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That being said, the rest of the video details the educational, travel, and 

occupational benefits to enlisting in the Army in the same vein as ads from earlier in the 

decade.  
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Army Teamwork Versus Marine Corps Exclusivity 

The Marine Corps has always cultivated a reputation of exclusivity and 

masculinity, especially in contrast to the other branches of the military. The American 

military in general is linked to masculinization, and the notion that the military helps to 

make a recruit a man is certainly fairly commonplace. However, this association is often 

explicitly stated in Marine Corps recruitment. A 1957 recruiting pamphlet entitled “the 

making of a Marine” does just that. The pamphlet states it purpose is to “interpret how a 

recruit becomes a Marine and how a boy becomes a man” (U.S. Government Printing 

Office 1957, emphasis in original). Indeed, the “making of a Marine is, in many respects, 

the making of a man” (U.S. Government Printing Office 1957). Clearly, the Marine 

Corps views itself as a rite of passage necessary for young men hoping to achieve 

manhood. This view of the Marines as an institution of masculinization is clearly an 

underlying philosophy in recruitment for years to come.  

 

Language in Advertisements:  

Marine Corps’ advertisements during the 1970s perpetuated, and perhaps 

emphasized to a greater degree, the warrior ethos surrounding this branch. Most often, 

this emphasis is accomplished through references to men and masculinity. The Army’s 

effort to appeal to the everyday person and their desire to become a better member of 

society sharply contrasted with the Marines’ message of exclusivity. This contrast is 

apparent even with the most cursory of glances at the advertisements given their 

respective slogans. During this era, the Marine Corps published material with the “We’re 

Looking for a Few Good Men” slogan (Brown 2012: 112). This choice clearly calls to 

mind both the elite nature of the branch and its reputation for being even more male-
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dominated than the other branches. In contrast, the Army’s contemporaneous slogan was 

“Join the People Who’ve Joined the Army.” Not only is this slogan gender neutral with 

its “people” instead of “men,” but it also hints at the Army’s more approachable and 

broad-based recruitment approach.  

The degree to which advertisements used gendered language marks a clear divide 

between the Army and the Marine Corps. For example, Figure 10 tackled the subject of 

“what to tell a son who’s thinking of joining the Marines” (Marine Corps October 14, 

1974). In contrast, Army advertisements often continued the strategy espoused by its 

slogan by using “people” instead of “men” frequently. Even Figure 8, which features a 

picture of a young man, and thus uses “his” to describe subject of the photo, refers to the 

“young men and women” that the Army is looking for (Army ROTC March 22, 1976). 

Such inclusive language is found again in Figure 9 which reported that “90,000 men and 

women earned college credits while serving in the Army” during 1973 (Army October 

28, 1974).  

This division was not absolute as some Army recruitment materials did assert that 

recruits could learn “how to motivate men” and would “be in charge of men”  (Army 

ROTC Sept. 23, 1974). Marine Corps advertisements on the other hand do rely firmly on 

gendered language. In fact, the only mention of women in the advertisements I have 

discovered from this era was Figure 8, which referred to a young man’s girlfriend as “the 

girl” whom he would have to make a decision about (Marine Reserve October 21, 1974, 

Figure 8). Even in advertisements so heavily focused on educational and economic 

advantages to military service, underlying assumptions about masculinity and women’s 

place in the military are still apparent.  
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Figure 8: Oct. 1974 Marine Reserve Advertisement 

Imagery in Advertisements:  

The majority of print ads from the 1970s featured almost exclusively text, but 

even these text heavy advertisements provided contrast between the two branches. 

Marine Corps ads always featured a black background with white text, while Army 

advertisements always had a white background with black text. It seems rather naïve to 

argue that these branches were unaware of each other’s recruitment material formatting, 

but regardless, their oppositional color schemes meant that advertisements were 

immediately distinguishable from one another. Thus, the differences between these 

branches began at this most basic level and continued throughout the rest of 

advertisements’ imagery.  
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The Army’s emphasis on inclusivity and equal opportunity in language extended 

to its visual rhetoric in some facets, but both branches continued to feature white men 

much more often than any other group. Besides advertisements that specifically referred 

to women’s service, women did appear in group photographs. For example, Figure 9 

features a photograph of students seated in a classroom facing the camera. Of the twenty-

six students, seven are female. These women are centrally placed in the photograph and 

their gender is readily apparent, but they were noticeably fewer than the men in the room. 

Save for one advertisement that pictured only women, the other advertisements, both 

Army and Marine Corps, featured only men. One Army advertisement pictured men 

exercising in Basic Training, while most simply featured pictures of young men smiling 

at the camera.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 9: Oct. 1974 Army Advertisement 
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Marine Corps advertisements used photographs even less frequently than Army 

advertisements, and they were exclusively of young men. In a clear reference to 

generational differences and struggles at the time, Figure 10 features a father and son and 

goes beyond simply portraying a man and his son discussing the Marines by depicting 

them arm wrestling. This decision adds to the overt masculinity already present in an ad 

that heavily implies that only young men would be appropriate for the Marines. The 

advertisement could have portrayed this discussion between father and son in a less 

physical way, but this dynamic image seems to illustrate the Marine Corps’ continued 

efforts to establish itself as the ultimate masculine institution. In general, photography 

played a much less important role for 1970s recruitment. The Marine Corps did not 

change its masculine recruiting strategy in order to attract women.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 10: Oct. 1974 Marine Corps Advertisement 
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Contemporary Video Advertisements: 

American military actions in Iraq and Afghanistan since September 11
th

 have 

received varying levels of support and thus have impacted the general public’s opinion of 

the military itself. In the early years of the Bush administration, the Iraq War met with 

mixed reactions. Proponents of the war, including Bush himself, often used emotional 

rhetoric referencing the need for protection and safety in order to gain support (Kumar 

2004: 297). In particular, women were hyper visible in the role of victims needing 

protection from male soldiers (Kumar 2004: 298). Bush framed himself as a strong man 

and a father figure willing to use force to protect women and children. This was true both 

in a domestic context and in regards to Middle Eastern women. One of the major 

justifications for American military presence in Iraq and Afghanistan was ensuring 

human rights, and particularly women’s rights, in these countries (Ferguson & Marso 

2007: 2). In the face of threats like Saddam Hussein and the Taliban, the American 

military portrayed itself as protectors of Middle Eastern women. In addition to providing 

further motivations for invading Iraq and Afghanistan, the Bush administration was able 

to portray itself as possessing “enlightened” ideas about women in Iraq that aligned with 

some mainstream Western white feminisms at the time (Kumar 2004: 297). Thus, women 

at home and in the Middle East were referred to often as a motivating factor in American 

military involvement in Iraq and Afghanistan.  

In all of this rhetoric, the notion that the American soldiers doing the protecting 

would be male was heavily implied. This framework left little room for female soldiers, 

but in reality women were a major part of America’s military actions in the Middle East. 

According to DOD data, more than 300,000 women were deployed to Iraq and 

Afghanistan throughout the conflict (Tilghman 2015). Female soldiers received a great 
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deal of visibility in these Middle Eastern conflicts due to their participation in new 

“cultural support” and female engagement roles (Nicolas 2015: 57). First used by the 

Army in 2008, these all-female squads gained access to counterinsurgency information 

through their ability to access Iraqi women and make villagers feel more at ease (Von 

Lunen 2010: 28). The Marine Corps later also adopted this model in the form of Female 

Engagement Teams or FET in both Afghanistan and Iraq. These women also often adhere 

to restrictions on dress, such as the donning of scarves to cover their hair in an attempt to 

show American respect for traditional Islamic culture (Von Lunen 2010: 28). In addition 

to gaining information and goodwill from civilians, these soldiers were often tasked with 

providing humanitarian aid, giving villagers the impression that male soldiers were there 

to fight while female soldiers were there to help (Von Lunen 2010: 29).  That being said, 

FET members were frequently in the same combat conditions as their male comrades, 

despite being barred from combat positions. This further blurring of the category of 

combat and support roles was a major component in pushing forward integration efforts.  

As previously mentioned, the Army’s current slogan is “Join the Team That 

Makes a Difference.” In the same way that the use of “people” rather than “men” 

displayed an inclusive image to the public, the Army’s use of the word “team” has strong 

connotations of equality and unity. The Marines’ have maintained their reputation of 

accepting only the elite, but this philosophy is less directly tied to gender now than it was 

in the 1970s. The Marine Corps has replaced its “ a Few Good Men” slogan with the 

current “the Few, the Proud, the Marines.” While retaining its exclusivity, the branch 

does not overtly link itself to masculinity in the same way as past years.    
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 That being said, the Army much more conspicuously features women in its 

advertisements than the Marine Corps. In four Army advertisements from 2015, I 

discovered that women appeared very conspicuously at least three times per 

advertisement. The recruitment advertisements available on the Army’s YouTube 

channel all featured still photographs with no actual video footage, which makes 

quantifying the appearances of women somewhat easier. Three of these advertisements 

were thirty seconds, while the fourth was just over a minute. Occasionally, the women 

appear in armor, making it difficult to determine whether the individual in question is 

male or female. However, most of the time, women appear in photos that allow audiences 

to clearly distinguish them from their male peers. Often, these photos feature women in 

the middle of a duty such as in an operating room for medical professionals, alongside 

planes for pilots, or repairing machinery. Others are in posed photographs that do not 

feature the women doing anything beyond posing for the camera. Often these posed shots 

end the advertisement, and the camera lingers on the photograph for longer than others. 

Two of the advertisements featured women in these final photographs.  In Figure 11, the 

Figure 11: Sept. 21, 2015 Army Advertisement  
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woman that ends the shot is with two men, but she is framed in the center of these two 

men and clearly drawing the audience’s eye.  

 The wide range of capacities in which women appear in Army advertisements as 

well as their fairly high rate of appearance, especially in comparison to Marine Corps 

videos, marks a further development in the Army’s recruitment strategy. This is not to 

say that women are portrayed the same way as men in these advertisements, or that 

women are treated the same as men in reality. Women do seem to appear in medical roles 

more often than men, and these ads are very careful to not portray women in any situation 

that could be construed as combat (Figure 12). This trend points to a prevailing 

connection to medicine for women in the military most likely associated with the long 

history of women as nurses. As the military had not yet lifted combat restrictions in 2015, 

this lack of women in combat reflects the official stance of the military at the time while 

not necessarily portraying the reality of combat. These differences in the portrayal of men 

and women aside, the Army clearly views using women in its recruiting materials as 

beneficial and not as detracting from potential male recruit numbers.   

 

Figure 12: Oct. 5, 2015 Army Advertisement  



 

 

 

38 

The Marine Corps uses a very different approach in regards to its advertisements. 

Marines’ videos generally do use actual segments of video rather than photography. 

These ads often heavily emphasize combat and therefore embrace the gender ambiguity 

of full armor. It is difficult to distinguish women from men in armor; thus, it is unclear 

whether women are used at all in the battle footage in these ads. Of the four Marine 

Corps recruitment videos I observed, only one portrayed a Marine who was clearly 

female. This woman was a recruiter shaking hands with the male subject of the 

advertisement (Figure 13). The narration accompanying these battle sequences stresses 

that only a few select individuals “move toward the sounds of chaos” (Marine Corps 

Advertisement Mar. 20, 2012). In this era, Marines Corps recruitment materials portray 

the Corps as the frontrunners in the Iraq War, thereby requiring they be more qualified 

and courageous than other branches. One 2015 advertisement portrays this philosophy 

fairly literally. In the ad, the camera zooms in on a wall in a desert locale with 

Figure 13: Mar. 17, 2015 Marine Corps Advertisement  
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accompanying narration that asserts “we’ve seen walls before…they always fall” (Marine 

Corps Advertisement Mar. 17, 2015 “Wall,” Figure 14).  

While the Marines have clearly chosen to forego the gendered language used in 

1970s advertisements, they still employ rhetoric about the elite nature of the branch as 

compared to others. While the Army chooses to portray clearly identifiable women 

frequently, the Marines choose to portray almost exclusively either men or individuals 

whose gender cannot be identified. Such a stark contrast reveals the continued existence 

of both a societal and a military belief in the interconnectedness of superiority and 

masculinity in the Marines. Based on these recruitment materials, implicit in the assertion 

that the Marine Corps will only take the best is that the best is most often men rather than 

women. In five Gallup polls run in the years since 2000, Americans have consistently 

identified the Marines as the “most prestigious” branch in the armed forces (Goldfinch & 

Swift). In fact, this feeling has increased from 36% of respondents in 2001 to 47% in 

2014 (Goldfinch & Swift). Clearly, the Marine Corps’ continued presentation of an 

Figure 14: Mar. 17, 2015 Marine Corps Advertisement  
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esteemed and majority male force both perpetuates and creates a public perception of the 

Marine Corps as the height of masculinity. The Marine Corps feeds into an equation of 

elite with masculine. Despite integration and increases in women enlisting, the Marine 

Corps has remained true to its old strategy of cultivating a masculine image.  
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Balancing Masculinity and Femininity 

 The Marine Corps has positioned itself as the pinnacle of masculine prestige, 

whereas the Army employs a much more gender egalitarian rhetoric in its recruiting 

materials. That being said, women who enter the Army, and the military in general, have 

always had to express their gender identity in particular ways. This reality of military life 

for women also seems to shine through in recruitment materials. These advertisements 

always show women appearing to retain their femininity. However, femininity is often 

framed as being antithetical to military service, so women must also adopt certain 

masculine characteristics in order to become part of the service culture. Nonetheless, 

women and their service is still marked in the military, and this fact is reflected in the 

attempts to simultaneously make women visible and keep them indistinguishable from 

the rest of the military.   

 

Early Negotiations of Femininity:  

The notion of women being formally enlisted in the military met with public 

trepidation and resistance, which translated into recruitment struggles. Although there 

was an initial surge of young women enlisting, the WAC was failing to meet recruitment 

goals by February 1943 (Segal 1989: 117). The WAC needed an effective recruiting 

strategy, but this was not easy as the WAC was facing hostility from general public 

opinion on several fronts. First, the American public worried that women serving in the 

WAC were leaving behind their families to the detriment of households and society in 

general (Meyer 1996: 54). The WAC responded to this anxiety in large part by depicting 

WACs as utilizing their homemaking skills to make their posts feel like home (Meyer 

1996: 54-55). In addition, advertisements reminded mothers that if their children were 
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under 14, then their “place [was] at home” (WAAC Advertisement May 1943, see Fig. 

3).  

Beyond the family, Americans also worried that the WAC was corrupting women 

by enlisting or recruiting them for nefarious purposes. Specifically, concerns arose that 

women were losing their femininity and rumors spread of homosexuality among the 

WACs (Meyer 1996: 55). Recruitment materials sought to address these concerns by 

emphasizing that women’s duties were traditionally “feminine” tasks that did not result in 

masculinization, but this strategy often resulted in claims that the WAC did not actually 

need these women. As the Army was firmly conceptualized as a masculine entity, how 

could women be instrumental to the war effort if they were doing “feminine” tasks? 

Instead, opponents argued, the WAC was recruiting women in order to sexually exploit 

them (Meyer 1996: 55). In a 1943 New York Daily News syndicated column, John 

O’Donnell reported that WAC leaders were distributing “contraceptive and prophylactic 

equipment” to WACs (quoted in Meyer 1996: 33). Despite the fact that the WAC actually 

had strict rules about sexual behavior in its conduct code and strongly advocated 

abstinence, the general public believed that WACs were receiving contraceptives. No 

manner of sexual activity was acceptable for any WAC, as they were either wives who 

were expected to remain chaste until their husbands returned or unmarried women who 

were expected to abstain. The Army distributed condoms to its male soldiers in order to 

avoid contraction of STDs, which would negatively impact the health and therefore 

combat readiness of these soldiers (Meyer 1996: 109). The sexual activity among male 

soldiers was publicly known and the rumor of contraceptives being similarly distributed 

among WACs led to the belief that the WAC was allowing and encouraging its women to 
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adopt these same behaviors. Alternatively, the public was concerned that women were 

unknowingly being recruited as a sexual “morale booster” for GIs rather than for military 

work (Meyer 1996: 41).  

WAC advertisements detailed the duties that women would be undertaking if they 

enlisted, and this assured audiences that women would be performing work not unlike 

that of their civilian counterparts. Occupations such as accountants, medical assistants, 

secretaries, stenographers, and typists were all traditionally coded as female and ads 

emphasized the noncombat aspect of women’s service at that point in time (WAAC 

Advertisement Jan. 1943, Figure 2). In summary, WAC recruitment material had to 

communicate that a woman could retain her femininity, was essential for the war effort, 

and would remain committed to the values of the American family during her service.  

 

WAC as Homemaker: 

As mentioned above, the WAC directly tailored its recruitment strategies to 

assuage public doubt and anxiety regarding women leaving their homes, either to join the 

war effort on the domestic front or to enlist in the auxiliary corps. These concerns reveal 

the degree to which being a woman was defined as being in the home and caring for the 

family. The roles of homemaker and mother were quintessential not only for the making 

of respectable women but also for the maintenance of a respectable nation. At the same 

time, women proved instrumental in the war effort and capable in their war work. As one 

reader of Woman’s Home Companion opined, “ war jobs have uncovered unsuspected 

abilities in American women” (“Give Back” 1943: 7).  

 Additional discomfort with the WACs stemmed from the liminal characteristics of 

their service. Their position as outside the military, but formally enlisted, gave them 



 

 

 

44 

formality yet made them hard to define. In other nations, women were also being utilized 

for the war effort, but in different ways. For example, Russian women at this time were 

sometimes serving in combat positions. A February 1943 Woman’s Home Companion 

article valorized these Soviet women, while making no move to suggest that American 

women serve in a similar capacity. USSR women had long been receiving military 

training but were “seldom admitted to the ranks of the Red Army. Yet they [were] free to 

fight with independent guerrilla bands” (Halle 1943: 31). Despite this departure from 

American rhetoric, the article managed to align Soviet and American values. The 

magazine reported that these women’s slogan was “we’re fighting not only for ourselves 

but for our men at the front” (Halle 1943: 31). Although many of these women were 

directly involved in combat roles, such as snipers or bomber pilots, their service was still 

distinguished from the service of men serving for the Red Army, at least for American 

audiences.  

Discomfort with women altering their traditional roles can also be seen in 

assurances that women working on the home front would be returning to their homes 

after the war. In October 1943, Woman’s Home Companion polled their readers regarding 

this very idea. Approximately seventy-five percent of responders felt that women should 

quit their new jobs to make way for soldiers returning when the war ended (“Give Back” 

1943: 6). Readers gave a variety of reasons for their opinions, but chief among them was 

the notion that a woman’s place is in the home. These readers acknowledged that women 

had sacrificed, learned new skills, and were often better than the men they had replaced. 

However, “since woman’s essential job is homemaking she should return to it gladly after 

the war” (“Give Back” 1943: 6). Some readers grounded their assertion that women 
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belonged in the home by pointing to rising rates of juvenile delinquency, which these 

readers linked to mothers being out of their homes (“Give Back” 1943: 7). The link to 

delinquency of course failed to account for absent fathers, but men’s absence was seen as 

necessary for the protection of the family and the nation. Ultimately, the women 

responding to this poll were operating under a gender ideology that naturalized women as 

homemakers and men as providers.  

Thus, to be a woman meant to care for the family. This status quo was briefly 

upset by the war, but once the men returned, women were expected to take up their 

normal duties once more. Even with direct proof that women could perform in these 

roles, even outperform men, the public still insisted that women would best serve both 

their families and their country by returning to the home after the war. Obviously, this 

firmly ensconced gender ideology had direct implications on the framing of women 

participating in the military.  

 

Breaking the Masculine Mold:   

 Some Army advertisements overtly discussed notions of gender equality and 

disrupted the prominence of men. The 1979 advertisement “Some of Our Best Men are 

Women” features photographs of six women engaged in various duties. Some of these 

women are in the middle of performing tasks such as welding or repairs, but they are all 

smiling at the camera and very clearly female (Figure 15). The text of this ad explicitly 

references gender equality with its assertion that the Army is “one place where 

opportunity is genuinely equal” (Army 1979 “Some of Our Best Men are Women” Figure 

15). The ad acknowledges that some positions and training programs, combat specialties, 

are not open to women, but argues that most are open to both men and women.  
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The advertisement reports that no one will stand in the way of women who want to “drive 

a truck, or be a carpenter,” but also asserts that women who want to “learn how to cook. 

Or type. Or take dictation…” will also be welcomed (Army 1979 “Some of Our Best 

Men are Women” Figure 15).  

 

 

At first, this sentiment appears to play into familiar notions from 1940s advertisements 

about gendered tasks with women being able to choose between “masculine” duties and 

“feminine” ones. However, the ad goes on to assert that women who want to cook or type 

will also have to be “willing to compete with men” (Army 1979 “Some of Our Best Men 

are Women” Figure 15). In this way, the ad marks a departure from the standard idea that 

women are valuable to the military because they can take up feminine tasks in order to 

free men up for masculine ones. This advertisement appears to be a response to assertions 

Figure 15: 1979 Army Advertisement  
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that the military was male-dominated and that women were met with unequal 

opportunities and discrimination. Instead, the Army is portrayed as the ultimate 

institution of equality, and a true meritocracy. In the Army, “everyone is judged on 

ability and how hard one works” (Army 1979 “Some of Our Best Men are Women” 

Figure 15). This willingness to directly engage with gender equality and move away from 

gendered tasks marks a major change from WAC ads just thirty years earlier. However, it 

is of note that ads like this one did not appear in environments where men were the most 

likely audience. This ad sharply contrasts with the others found in Sports Illustrated, 

which the Army clearly viewed as a men’s magazine.  

In Figure 15, it is not that the Army is genderless but that its women fit into an 

existing masculine framework. Given the Army’s choice to use gender-neutral language 

in all other contexts, the decision to use “men” instead of “soldiers” is especially telling. 

On the one hand, this advertisement’s language subverts assumptions about the gender of 

soldiers. Clearly, women are not antithetical to the Army’s conception of appropriate 

soldiers. However, the advertisement also suggests that women must shed some of their 

feminine identity to be accepted as one of the “men” in the Army. This theme continues 

throughout the era and is apparent in a 1979 Army video advertisement. The ad employs 

the same rhetoric regarding educational and employment benefits popular in the 1970s, 

but it is the accompanying video that directly engages with gender norms. There are two 

women in the advertisement. One is a mother welcoming home her son as he disembarks 

from a bus at the end of the ad. The other is a solider, but she appears in a very different 

context than the male soldiers in the ad. While men are shown training, traveling, and in 
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other physical tasks, the female soldier is pictured in her dress uniform and applying 

lipstick (Figure 16). 

 It could be argued that this image communicates to female potential recruits that 

they can continue their normal routines in the military. It seems more likely, however, 

that this advertisement is continuing in the same vein as the advertisements of earlier 

decades, which attempted to prove to a skeptical public that the military did not turn 

women into men. With these two advertisements, it appears that women in the military 

still must be careful to inhabit a space in between being too feminine, and thereby not fit 

to join the Army, and too masculine. 

 

The Emergence of the Female Engagement Team 

 As previously mentioned, women found themselves in novel roles during the Iraq 

War that went farther than ever before in straddling the line between support and combat. 

Marine Corps’ Female Engagement Teams were charged with supporting their male 

Figure 16: 1979 Army Advertisement   
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combat peers by gathering information from civilians, particularly women. FET members 

were important precisely because of their femininity, which gave them the ability to 

appear less intimidating or threatening to civilians. In a 2012 video, the Marine Corps 

detailed Operation Moshtarak, which utilized the FET in 2010. After describing the 

particulars of the operation, the advertisement’s text relates that the FET “builds trust and 

confidence with a segment of the population not accessible to male Marines” (Marine 

Corps Advertisement March 8, 2012, Figure 17). Thus, the FET does not engage in 

combat, but it is framed as an important component of the Marine mission in the Middle 

East.  In a longer video on their YouTube recruiting channel, the Marine Corps provides 

a more in-depth look at the FET. This video walks a fine line between showing the FET 

as important yet emphasizing that they do not engage in combat. 

 

 FET women inhabit the same environment as male Marines and have an 

experience similar to their male peers. They “can be found…trekking the same austere 

Figure 17: Mar. 8, 2012 Marine Corps Advertisement  
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terrain with the same weapons their infantry brothers use,” but they are in these 

conditions to assist their infantry peers (Gordon & Drew). FET member Corporal Susan 

Welch stresses that FET members’ “main capability” stems from the fact that they are 

women (Gordon & Drew). At the same time, another FET member discusses the 

skepticism that those outside the FET have about utilizing the resource. Sergeant Soriaya 

Silva asserts that FET members “are Marines first,” and that to “just look at the women 

part” is to underestimate the FET (Gordon & Drew). Implicit in this sentiment is the 

assumption that there is a disconnect between the Marine identity and the female identity. 

This assumption is corroborated by accounts from Female Marine veterans who say that 

anyone who exists outside the traditional conception of a Marine, i.e. a heterosexual 

white male, is constantly reminded of their lack of belonging. For example, women are 

often referred to as “WMs” as an abbreviation of their status as women Marines and 

black Marines are called “dark green” in reference to old jungle-green uniforms 

(Shimegatsu et al 2008: 95). These identifying terms serve as reinforcement of the notion 

that individuals with marked identities, such as women or people of color, must set said 

identities aside in order to fit into military culture. Essentially, a female soldier is “a 

woman who can demonstrate her masculinity without losing her femininity” (Sjoberg 

2013: 234-5). Even when women have been assigned to positions because of their 

womanhood, they must still operate within the larger context of military masculinity.  
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Conclusion 

 Clearly both the Army and the Marine Corps have altered their recruitment 

strategies throughout the years to respond to societal trends. This practice becomes 

especially relevant when exploring how advertisements deal with gender roles and norms. 

In looking at three distinct periods in American military history, I have been able to see 

how these branches of the military deal with changes in their audience’s perceptions of 

militarism and gender. In the World War II era, the WAC was able to speak directly to 

women through advertisements in women’s magazines. The WAC’s status as a separate 

entity from the men of the Army allowed these advertisements to address women and 

their concerns regarding the novel prospect of formal enlistment in the American 

military. After abolishing separate women’s corps in the 1970s, the military had to adapt 

to the notion that its advertisements now had to reconcile the need for women to enlist 

with its masculine reputation. Given the Marine Corps’ notoriety as the most exclusive 

and masculine force, their recruitment strategies dealt with this switch to the potential for 

women enlisting very differently than the Army. Finally, contemporary advertisements 

reflect major changes in the acceptance of women in the military, but there are also larger 

themes and motifs that can be traced back to the 1970s and even to the 1940s. The 

military’s demographics today mark a major departure from those early moments in the 

1970s, but the overall ethos surrounding the institution, at least as appears in 

advertisements, is not so different from these 1970s values.  

 In order to successfully reach potential recruits, the military has to have at least 

some understanding of what is motivating this audience to consider military service. 

Regardless of women’s true motivations for enlisting, recruitment materials provide 

insight into the military’s beliefs regarding what women are hoping to get out of military 
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service. In the 1940s, the Army clearly believed that the best way to get through to 

women was through advertising personal benefits rather than appealing to political or 

patriotic feelings. The WAC’s most important contribution during this war was the ability 

to release men from their administrative posts so that they could take up combat roles. 

WAC advertisements made this concept personal by rooting women’s service in their 

relational identities to male soldiers. Although advertisements were for women and spoke 

primarily about the benefits for these women, they ultimately framed these benefits in 

terms of bringing the men in each individual woman’s family home. In general, women’s 

early service in support roles like administration and nursing was entirely framed as 

being for men. The notion of enlisting out of a sense of duty to America or of any lasting 

affiliation to the military simply was not expected from these women. Rather, they were 

expected to return to their homes after the war ended.  

 The 1970s saw the aligning of motivations among men and women. As a response 

to the anti-military sentiment in the wake of the Vietnam War, the military as a whole 

emphasized personal incentives over militarist and nationalist rhetoric in its 

advertisements. Educational, occupational, and travel benefits previously directed mostly 

towards women were common in all advertisements regardless of intended audience. 

Thus, women were included in this larger strategy in a way they had not been in previous 

years. However, gaps between men and women potential recruits are still to be found in 

these materials. Namely, the dearth of women in advertisements, particularly Marine 

Corps advertisements suggests that the military was reluctant to give women equal 

representation in its advertisements. Although women were no longer formally separated 

from their male comrades by virtue of being in separate corps, the military could still 



 

 

 

53 

employ targeted advertisement strategies. For example, recruitment ads that appeared in 

Sports Illustrated did not picture women while ads in seemingly more gender-neutral 

publications, like Time, tended to do so. The lack of women was especially apparent in 

Marine Corps advertisements, which tended to emphasize masculinity to a much greater 

degree than Army materials. 

 The differences between recruiting materials of the Marine Corps and the Army 

clearly result from corresponding differences in the reputations that these branches wish 

to cultivate. The Army appeals to a broader audience and uses rhetoric emphasizing the 

possibility for anyone and everyone to enlist. On the opposite end of the spectrum, the 

Marine Corps positions itself as the most elite of the American military branches. This 

difference gains new meaning with the Marine Corps’ conflation of elite status and 

masculinity. The discrepancy between these branches appears not only in the 

demographics of their advertisements, but also in the language used in their 

advertisements.  

 In the case of the Marine Corps, there is an obvious lack of women both in 1970s 

print advertisements as well as contemporary video advertisements. This paucity of 

women is most apparent in 1970s advertisements, which feature no photographs of 

women at all. In fact, the only reference to women in 1970s ads is a mention of a young 

man’s girlfriend as a somewhat unimportant factor in his decision regarding whether or 

not to join the Marine Reserve (Marine Reserve October 21, 1974, Figure 8). In looking 

at advertisements from the 2010s, this trend has changed only slightly. Only one woman 

appears in these video ads. Advertisements from the 1970s also feature the gendered 

slogan “We’re Looking for a Few Good Men,” alongside text that emphasizes the 



 

 

 

54 

superiority of the Marines to other branches. Modern ads have eliminated the “men” from 

the slogan, but they still insist that Marines are the few and the proud. All of these factors 

come together to implicitly connect maleness and masculinity with elitism. The 

combination of the Marine Corps’ rhetoric of exclusivity and the lack of women 

represented alongside this rhetoric in advertisements implies that women do not exist in 

the same elite sphere as men.  

 While the Army also employs traditional representations of masculinity in its 

advertisements today, it seems much more open to portraying its branch as a gender 

egalitarian institution. First, the Army portrays more women in its advertisements than 

the Marine Corps, and more modern Army ads feature more women than 1970s Army 

advertisements. In modern advertisements, women often appear in a variety of roles. 

Beyond seeing women more often in Army ads, the language in these ads is much less 

gendered. Army slogans tend to focus on notions of teamwork and use words like 

“people” rather than “men.” These changes are small, but clearly purposeful and most 

likely in dialog with Marine Corps rhetoric. More generally, the Army seems more 

willing to play with gender norms as we saw in Figure 15. This advertisement clearly 

takes on a playful tone and purposefully disrupts viewers’ notions of traditional gender 

roles. None of this attitude can be found in Marine Corps advertisements.  

 With this understanding of where and when women appear in military 

advertisements, the next step is obviously to explore how these women appear. Women 

appear with varying degrees of visible femininity in different eras in response to larger 

societal notions about gender. Recruitment and propaganda materials often use women to 

demoralize an enemy or motivate men to enlist, but women’s service tends to go 
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unnoticed in portrayals of the war effort (Riley, Mohanty, & Pratt 2008: 7). Women in 

military advertisements, and in the military itself, shift between occupying positions of 

hyper visibility and invisibility.  

 In the case of the WAC, recruiting advertisements frequently illustrated the extent 

to which WACs could retain their femininity. Given the newness of women being 

formally enlisted in the military, anxiety abounded regarding whether women entering 

the WAC would be changed by this experience. At the same time, the WAC had to 

defend its recruitment of women as the general public often questioned the extent to 

which women were truly effective or even necessary. Thus, the WAC had to straddle the 

line between showing women as feminine while also not allowing this femininity to get 

in the way of their performance. In a similar vein, 1979 ads like Figure 16 showed 

women performing tasks associated with femininity such as applying lipstick. Clearly, 

the use of images like this one served to prove that women could be attractive and 

feminine and still be in the Army.   

 This same shifting between displaying and hiding femininity occurs even now. 

During and after the Iraq War the Marine Corps included the FET in its recruitment 

materials and emphasized how helpful these female Marines were due to their femininity. 

The fact that women were less threatening and easier for Iraqi and Afghani villagers to 

talk to is especially emphasized in these materials. Thus, these squads were a space where 

female Marines’ womanhood was not simply allowed but in fact required. However, 

recruitment materials from the same era also feature images of soldiers in full combat 

gear and in situations that make it virtually impossible to differentiate between men and 

women. This allows the audience to interpret advertisements however they so desire. 
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Women viewing these ambiguous advertisements could view the soldiers in them as 

women without overtly featuring women and thereby risking disrupting a masculine 

conception of the military.  

 Ultimately, based on first hand accounts of women in the military, particularly the 

Marines, and the relatively low numbers of women in the armed forces, it appears that it 

is difficult to reconcile a feminine identity or female body with the masculine culture of 

the military. Women still exist as a marked category, particularly in the military, and 

appear to constantly have to negotiate this departure from the heterosexual white male 

majority that still exists in all branches (Figures 18 & 19).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 18: Marine Corps 2015 Ethnic Demographics 

Figure 19: Military 2015 Gender Demographics  
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On the one hand, female service members cannot retain their femininity because 

they must attempt to assimilate with the masculine cultural norms. However, ultimately 

these women cannot quite leave behind their womanhood as they are constantly reminded 

of their differences. Thus, women in the military inhabit a somewhat liminal state. The 

general public still views women serving in the military as somewhat of a surprise, 

certainly as compared to men’s service. The fact that attitudes of incredulity and even 

hostility still greet women in the military suggests that increasing numbers in military 

demographics is not enough to disrupt a masculine culture that has been in place since the 

birth of the American nation. Female soldiers’ femininity is still viewed as an essential 

component of their identity that is incompatible with this culture. Recruiting materials 

clearly respond to larger societal trends, but they also help to reproduce and reify them. 

As long as young Americans see advertisements that frame the military as a path to the 

ultimate masculine identity, gender ideologies that emphasize gender and sex differences 

will continue to have footing. The true question is how these advertisements will change 

now that all positions, including combat roles, are open to women.  
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