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Apstract

Grooming, “Cleanliness,” and Hygiene in World War Il America:
Advertising and Sales of Men’s Beauty Products During the War

Akiko ITABASHI

This paper examines the culture of cleanliness in the United States during World War I, focusing
on advertising and marketing men’s toiletries, beauty and hygiene products. Under the total mobi-
lization of war, maintaining people’s morale by keeping them healthy and clean became a national
concern. In this context, toiletries and beauty products such as soap and shaving cream were
advertised as “necessities” for men, especially soldiers; they came to be seen as a “new market”
for the beauty and hygiene industry.

Advertisements for men’s products frequently depicted male soldiers purchasing and using
beauty products. It became an essential habit for American men to keep themselves well-groomed
and clean, even on the battlefield. These advertisements also repeatedly claimed that cleanliness
habits allowed soldiers to enjoy romance and sexual relations with attractive and sometimes “pro-
vocative” young women. In other words, they emphasized the sexual attractiveness of women’s
bodies in no small measure, linked the soldier’s “masculinity” to heterosexual romance and rela-
tionships, and fetishized “attractive” women.

Images of sexually attractive and provocative women in those ads implied that sexual relation-
ships with them could disrupt traditional gender norms. Nevertheless, these advertisements
implied that wartime relationships between soldiers and attractive young women could remain
“safe” through beauty and hygiene products. They were promoted as providing “cleanliness” and
removing unpleasant odors and germs, which helped their romance reach marriage and a family.
The strong appeal to “cleanliness” in those advertisements carefully circumscribed the possibility
of disrupting traditional gender norms by ultimately bringing marriage into the sexual relationship
between soldiers and “sexually attractive” women, anticipating the family-oriented society of

1950s America.
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