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An Evaluation of the Role of Women in Newspapers Over the Years

As the times change the news changes, and with that comes the changes in the approach of the means by which people discover the news, such as newspapers.  Obviously, the news changes over the years, as well as the products of the day, the costs of these products, and how they are advertised, but how often is the entertainment section of the newspaper monitored according to its developments and improvements. In an attempt to take a different method towards comparing newspapers of different times I chose to concentrate on how the comics of the Louisville Courier-Journal compared for the weeks of October 1, 1981 and November 24, 1955, with a further focus on how they portray the different views about the roles of women.


At first glance I noticed that the crossword puzzles were on the same page as the comics for the Louisville Courier-Journal dated on my birthday, October 1, 1981. This constitutes a system of serious, intellectual fun with that of the actual cartoons. Another feature of the paper during this time was the column called “Ask Andy”. Such topics in this column include questions like “How did October receive its name?” and “When was the nation of Israel created?”  A column like this adds an informational supplement to the entertainment section.


Along with the structural elements of the papers from my birthday and the six days after, I noticed an occurring depiction of the role of women. For example, one comic strip, “B.C.”, ran a cartoon that mocked the feminism and women rights movement. The cartoon shows a caveman who tells a cavewoman “This is a men’s barber shop, madam! (LCJ, Oct1)” When she gets angry and accuses him of “discriminating against women, buster! (LCJ, Oct 1)” he agrees to give her service and proceeds to lather up her face in order to shave it. Clearly this is a stab at the view of feminists as over-sensitive and arguing about trivial circumstances. 


Besides attacking feminist women in the comics, women who are seen as fragile, weak individuals are also depicted in an exaggerated way. In the famous comic “Dennis the Menace”, Mrs. Wilson is picking up medicine at the pharmacy, but when realizing that the prescription comes in a bottle with a childproof top she asks “Oh Dear, don’t you have another type of bottle cap? These childproof caps are so difficult to open! (LCJ, Oct 4)” At the same time she is asking for a different type of top, Dennis, the menace and a child, comes up and easily opens up the bottle; however, Mrs. Wilson still wishes to have a new cap because she “can’t have my [her] little friend with me [her] ALL of the time, can I [she]? (LCJ, Oct 4)” This cartoon amplifies the notion that women are even weaker than small boys, needing their assistance in even the most miniscule of tasks.


However, another image of women that is portrayed is that of a single mother.  In the comic strip “Rex Morgan, M.D.”, the cartoon is about Dr. Morgan and the lady he is dating who is a single mother--a successful single mother. Also, besides representing the single mother aspect, the couple and the woman’s son go out to dinner, which is different from past views of the woman always cooking the supper. 


Going back almost twenty-six years later to November 24, 1955 it is interesting to see the differences in the way the comics were structured differently and how they depicted women differently. For example there is no crossword puzzle accompanying the cartoons, nor is there any informational column.  Instead, however, there is a feature called “Let’s Explore Your Mind”, which asks silly questions such as “Girls are more changeable in their moods than boys are. True or False? (LCJ, Nov 29)”
As far as the actual comics are concerned there is a common theme of women as individuals dependent on men, who are only interested in clothes, and whose role is confined to motherhood and housework.


During the week of November 24, 1955, the cartoon “Dennis the Menace” had two strips that stuck out as representing women in the fragile light of the times. Mrs. Mitchell, Dennis’ mother, is depicted as laboring over the stove cooking a turkey. It is suggested that Dennis was not pleased with the dinner, until he began to smell the delicious aroma, and finally decided “ Mmmm, boy! I guess I’m changing my mind. I think I will have some turkey! (LCJ, Nov 24)” This suggests the idea that the mother figure was expected to please the needs and desires of her family, regardless of what she had intended. 

Also, in the “Dennis the Menace” series, Dennis and his friends are having an argument and are trying to insult each other. The two main insults are “My dad can lick your dad” and “My mom is prettier than your mom (LCJ, Nov 27)”.  Clearly this shows that even at a young age, children thought of their fathers as the protectors of the family, while they considered their mothers as something to look at and to be pretty. 


An additional strip that had to do with the role of mothers is the “Jackson Twins”. The girls have a dance to go to and when their mother tells them “ It’s about time you cam home! You haven’t pressed your dresses for the dance tonight! (LCJ, Nov 29)” They guilt trip their mother into doing it because “Gee, Mom, I thought you would do it for us this time! You will do it won’t you, Mom? It takes us so LONG! (LCJ, Nov 29)” The mother finally gets fed up and gets angry about it, but presses their dresses anyway. This is a common theme that mothers have nothing else to do besides what their family needs them to, obviously having no objectives and tasks of their own. This comic strip also portrays the “Jackson Twins” as typical teenage girls who only care about clothes and boys.


Another theme in the comics appearing during the week of November 24, 1955 was that of women as individuals that are dependent on men.  In a strip called “The Girls”, one woman is telling her husband “ Oh, I’ll need some money tomorrow. I’m going to start my Christmas shopping. (LCJ Nov 24)” This suggests that the husband is on control of the money and that his wife has to ask for permission to get any of it. 


There was also another comic strip that this theme appeared in, “Scamp”, which is a cartoon based on the movie “Lady and the Tramp”. In this particular strip, Tramp gets angry because he thinks that Lady does not consider him a good father. As he is seen walking away, he says “ But there’s one thing I can still do…bring home the bacon! (LCJ, Nov 27)” Again this is portraying the man as the breadwinner and the woman as the main parental figure.


Perhaps the most disturbing strip that I found was “Dixie Dugan”. In this cartoon “Dixie” and a friend are applying for jobs as stewardesses. The head of the company, who is a man, informs the girls that “your job ends with the airline when you get married—if either of you are romantically serious about anybody, forget about us. (LCJ, Nov 24)” Finally he explains the purpose of the policy because the company “don’t want her [the stewardess] body in the air and her “heart” on the ground. (LCJ, Nov 24)”  


Although looking back on these comics can be disturbing today, they did relate to the general viewpoints of many people living during the times in which they were published. This is especially apparent during the week of November 24, 1955. During the 1950’s television was bombarded with shows like “Donna Reed” and “Leave it to Beaver”, which represented the same stances on a woman’s role that most of the people in the country had. This is evident in what was considered women-related “news”. On the front page of the Louisville Courier-Journal for November 24, 1955, Miss Doris Goodknight is pictured after receiving her Homecoming Queen award, with the caption “University of Louisville Queen’s In Charge of Her Own Coronation.” 


Another article called “Lipsticks Tells on Us Gals” claims that “if you want to know what a woman is really like, then all you have to do is look at her lipstick. (LCJ, Nov 28)”, implying that the basis for womanhood is dependent on make-up and beauty. Most of the ads found in the papers presented this same idea. Close to all of the advertisements were trying to sell clothing or make-up to women, with a few exceptions of household products.


Besides the theme of women as beauty queens, or at least their attempts to be, there is also the idea of women as the dependent, frail people, whom in order to be able to cope without a man, have to be taught how to do so. In an article in the foreign news section on November 26, there is an article from the Australian news referring to female education in high school. The article suggests “high schools should prepare girls for widowhood or being left by their future husband. (LCJ, Nov 25)” There is no reference to how the man should prepare for such events, suggesting that the man is stronger and can handle misfortunes in this area of life. 


Yet, perhaps the most frequented and universal notion of women would be with their roles as mothers. As it has been pointed out, comic upon comic illustrate different outtakes and outlooks about mothers and their children. This idea also appears in advertisements as well. For example, in the November 29 edition of the Louisville Courier-Journal, there was an advertisement for St. Joseph’s Aspirin for Children. In the article there is a woman pictured with two smiling children, presumed to be her children. The caption the frames them is “America’s mother-and-child Favorite. (LCJ, Nov 26)” 


Although the news from the 1980’s did not correlate as well with the ideas portrayed in the comics as well as the ones in the 1950’s did, there are still immense similarities. For instance, the news during the week of October 1, 1981, which dealt with women, was frequented with women’s rights articles. This topic can obviously be seen in the “B.C” comic strip. 


The advertisements that pertained to women during the 1980’s were still focusing on make-up and beauty products like they did in the 1950’s, but there was a more subtle and indirect technique behind them during the week of October 1, 1981. An advertisement for make-up, lotion, and hair-thickener, was dubbed “Trust Taylor” and posed the question “Don’t you love being a woman? (LCJ, Oct 3)” Although the advertisement still contains the concept that to be a woman is equivalent to wearing make-up and being beautiful, there is more of an innocence about this article, possibly pulling in the girls from the 1970’s who steered clear of make-up back into its hold. 


As the two weeks, one in 1981 and one in 1955, are compared and contrasted it is easy to see that women were portrayed in the comic strips as mothers and beauty queens; however, during the week of November 24, 1955 women appeared more frequently in the comics that they did in the week of October 1, 1981. This is perhaps due to the landmark events that took place, such as the rise in the feminist movement as well as the anti-war movements of the seventies, which brought women away from the mirrors and into the battlefields over their causes and beliefs. 

Perhaps women as a whole started paying more attention to how they were portrayed in the media. Although both comic pages in both papers covered the same themes about women’s roles, there were different approaches taken. The earlier was one of directness with little confrontation, while the other was one of subtlety with a few jabs at issues such as the feminist movement. 

It will be interesting to see what light the comics shed on women’s roles when my child is born and how they will compare to my birthday and my mother’s birthday. But until then, I will take the comics at ease, learning from their messages and laughing from their wit, but never forgetting the lesson they can teach throughout time about the changes in culture and how society sees those changes.

