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Different Components

How Are They Similar?

Date range: 1888–1940
Core topics: health, household, hygiene, beauty
Examples: advice books, women’s magazines, advertisements, 
cookbooks, beauty manuals

Connected by one big theme: domesticity and control — 
teaching women how to behave, look, or care.
All address women as consumers of knowledge or practitioners 
of care.
Especially centered on health and beauty as measures of 
worth.
All are privately owned or published by commercial companies 
with limited understanding of what “women’s interests” really 
are.
Share a visual and linguistic “grammar”: smiling women, 
spotless homes, glowing skin, love.
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How Are They Different?

Patterns & Relationships

Some feature imagery of power (healthy, smiling women), while 
others show fragility or obedience.
Tone and sophistication differ — some are scientific, others 
sentimental or moralistic.
While all claim to educate or empower, most reinforce 
limitation or dependence.
Variations appear in how much freedom or agency is 
suggested: “modern woman” vs. “dutiful wife.”

“Inverted representation” — women are made responsible for 
their own well-being but within strict social boundaries.
Beauty, health, and domestic order presented as intertwined 
virtues.
Ads and manuals often blur the line between education and 
marketing.
Pharmaceutical, beauty, and cleaning products overlap in tone 
and promise.
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How systems of representation shape female desire 
and how reframing them can expose or rewrite those 
narratives?

sequencing, recontextualising, captioning

turning external information into personal diary to make 
it relatable to the human experience creating intimacy 
between author and the reader
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Williams

By adding narrative to the collection, I tried to make the 
set more personal. 

Obvisouly, the set is limited in perspective and reinforces 
the bias towards women, and, therefore, through 
monologue-style descriptions I tried to inject fictional 
worries and anxieties of the American woman of the 
20th century.
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Who were the voices behind “what women need to 
know”?
Whose interests — commercial, industrial, moral, 
or political — shaped women’s education and self-
understanding?

taxonomising, captioning

catalogue becomes a map of influence and intention (a 
taxonomy of who spoke, why they spoke, and what they 
wanted)
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By adding classification fileds it allowed me to classify 
power, not information, turning the catalogue itself into 
a map of ideology

Sell products by shaping women as ideal consumers, housekeepers, and 
caretakers.



Magazines and trade publishers worked to naturalize women’s domestic role 
as a public duty, blending morality, aesthetics, and commerce.



These publishers aligned “home management” with American modernity — 
women as stabilizers of nation and family.





How do visual taxonomies in early 20th-century 
women’s publications construct and reinforce ideas of 
femininity, desire, and self-maintenance?

visual taxonomising

how imagery itself constructs knowledge and meaning 
— specifically, how recurring visual forms define what 
“womanhood,” “desire,” or “care” look like.
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I am examining the visual taxonomy of my collection: 
the recurring visual language used across covers, 
advertisements, and illustrations in What Women Want to 
Know.
By analysing and reclassifying features such as colour 
palettes, body postures, facial expressions, and framing, I 
want to uncover the visual grammar that shaped ideals of 
beauty, morality, and femininity.

First, I separated images into different group and then classified 
them according to subjects depicted in the imagery








