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Compelling Question: Who were the real Rosie the Riveters? 
Read the primary source documents below and answer the questions for analysis provided.  
 
Document A: Rosie the Riveter: Real Women Workers in World War II 
 

Rosie the Riveter is the female icon of World War II…The big changes that brought 
[women] into war work began in 1942. Men were going to war and industries were switching to 
war production. When in need, industries decided they were willing to hire women: after all, 
they wouldn't get drafted. At first, there was lots of reluctance on the parts of managers, 
husbands, male workers, and many women, too. Where did the women workers come from? It 
seems they came from three main groups. 

First, women already working changed to the higher-paying, patriotic, defense jobs. So 
many women left laundries in 1942 that six hundred closed. The second group included women 
who had worked, but lost their jobs during the Depression or when their factories converted 
from civilian to war work. And the third group, which attracted the most attention, was first-
time workers. About six million women entered the workforce for the first time. Many of these 
were married, white, middle-class women who had to be encouraged to go out to work. 
Working outside the home was a new idea for them. 

To motivate them, between 1942 and 1944, there was what's been called an "intense 
courtship of women by employers and government." The U.S. Office of War Information 
produced a Magazine War Guide which gave publishers of magazines ideas, information, and 
slogans for their publications. 

This was a government-led effort to recruit women workers, to get women out of the 
home. Magazines were to write articles that appealed to the desire for glamor and good pay, but 
even more to patriotism. "Women, you could hasten victory by working and save your man." 
Rosie's appearance on the Memorial Day cover of the Saturday Evening Post implied that her 
work might help save soldiers' lives. 

For September 1943, the Magazine War Guide recommended that all magazines 
participate in a "Women at Work Cover Promotion." This was to emphasize that many kinds of 
employment, not just defense and factory work, were "war jobs." 

The guide gave examples such as women grocery clerks, elevator operators, telephone 
operators, farmers, ticket agents, and many others, saying that if women didn't do them, quote, 
"Our civilian life would break down." These were "necessary civilian jobs" and women were to 
be urged to take them. 
 
Excerpts from Sheridan Harvey’s video presentation “Rosie the Riveter: Real Women Workers in World 

War II,” https://www.loc.gov/rr/program/journey/rosie-transcript.html.  
 
Questions for Analysis 

1. Why did the U.S. government decide it needed women during World War II? 
 

 
 

2. According to this document, who were the real Rosie the Riveters? 
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Document B: "The more WOMEN at work the sooner we WIN! 
 

 
United States Office Of War Information. Bureau Of Public Inquiries, Palmer, Alfred T, photographer. 

The more women at work the sooner we win! Women are needed also as ... See your local U.S. 
Employment Service. United States, 1943. [Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office] 
Photograph. https://www.loc.gov/item/95504675/.  

 
 
Questions for Analysis 

1. Why was this image likely created? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. How does this image portray “Rosie the Riveter”? 
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Document C: Operating a hand drill at Vultee-Nashville, woman is working on a 
“Vengeance” dive bomber 
 

 
 

Palmer, Alfred T, photographer. Operating a hand drill at Vultee-Nashville, woman is working on a 
"Vengeance" dive bomber, Tennessee. Tennessee United States Nashville, 1943. Feb. Photograph. 
https://www.loc.gov/item/2017878540/.  

 
Questions for Analysis: 

1. What types of work women did during World War II? 
 
 

2. What does this image suggest about who the real Rosie the Riveters were? 
 
 
 
Hypothesis 1: Compare Documents B and C. According to these images, who were the real 
Rosie the Riveters? 
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Document D: Betty Jane Cook Memoir: On the Home Front 
 
“Highway 66, July, windows wide open with the hot wind blowing in. Retread tires, averaging 
45 miles per hour. At last, Burbank, on the edge of Los Angeles. Farm girl meets city. I had to 
find a job. Hey! There was a plant called Lockheed building aircraft, the P-38, and they would 
train you to be a riveter! And good pay; at least 70 cents an hour…Not the $2 a week I earned as 
a mothers helper while in school… 
 
I was on swing shift. I would sing as I walked along after 12 o’clock at night back to the cottage. 
 
I started out as a riveter, but was soon on the assembly line operating a drill press. I weighed 100 
pounds, slim but strong. Clamping a wing duct to a heavy plaster form that had a precise track 
on the bottom that you placed on the raised pin on the drill table. A foot pedal controlled the 
drill, bringing it down to cut precisely the hole needed for accessing wiring further down on the 
assembly line….I wore a big face shield. The form was heavy lifting, but after 4 hours, time to 
grab a bite of lunch. And a bite it was! The sck lunch the boarding house packed was miserable. 
 
Lockheed had a great plan for perfect attendance if you had no absence for a year. It was so 
important to keep the assembly line moving. The P-3 was a one man fighter plane, and with one 
year perfect attendance you were given a ‘piggy back’ ride with the test pilot! I was getting there 
when a strep throat ruined my record!... 
 
Through all these times, my goal was to save money for tuition, to go back to college. August 
1945 we danced in the street! The war was over! Lockheed put me in a little office, near a big 
assembly line as recorder of workers’ hours worked for the week…Lockheed didn’t need me any 
more, so for a short time I worked as a car hop until registering at UCLA in the fall of 1945.” 
 
Cook, Betty Jane Esmoil, Carol Bruderman, Sedona Sedona Public Library, Jolene Pierson, and Laura 

Bojanowski. Betty Jane Cook Collection. 1944. Personal Narrative. 
https://www.loc.gov/item/afc2001001.53275/.  

 
Questions for Analysis: 

1. Why did women decide to participate in war work? 
 
 
 
 
 

2. How did the benefits and challenges of war work compare with each other? 
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Document E: Elizabeth Tate Interview 
Eva Chenevert was a Black woman born in Detroit, Michigan. She worked as a riveter at the Desoto 
Chrysler plant briefly during the war. She and a friend were hired by Chrysler together in the year after 
they graduated high school. 
 
Chenevert: I was hired as a riveter. That’s what I started off with. The first part of the job they 
would give us—we had to drill the well we really made the skins of the airplanes. And we called 
them the skins because they were just sheets of metal and then they were perforated with holes 
all around where you would insert the rivets but before you could insert the rivets, we had to 
drill the holes. And that's the start with well with me and all the beginners drilling holes and 
they had those skins sitting on things that remind me of easels you that the artists uses. There 
were stands like that the skins were on. And, uh, the drill at first—when I first lift it up…it was 
so heavy, so heavy at the time but after weeks eventually it wasn’t anything to just pick it up and 
work with it. So once all holes were drilled we’d go up on a higher table and then it would take 
two of us. One of us was in the front and one of us was in the rear. And when you insert the 
rivet, and uh one with the gun, the rivet gun would shoot the rivet and the one in the rear would 
hold it with like a metal block and if the rivet would be—would be put in correctly, they would 
make just one knock and that would mean that the rivet was put in fine. And if it were too flat, 
they would make, you had to hit, you had to knock twice, which would mean to drill it out. You 
had to take the drill and drill it out. But then if it didn’t uh if it were ruined you’d knock three 
times and they had to discard some of the skins because you could ruin them that way…. 
 
Interviewer: Now, did Chrysler train you to do all the work or were you already trained to do 
the work at that point? 
 
Chenevert: They trained us, after they hired us, of course. They trained us and they gave us a 
short test and asked with these questions asking about what I was just explaining to you about 
the knocking and about the county and if you passed that and other things they considered you 
so I was hired… 
 
Interviewer: Do you remember how much money you were paid to do this work? 
 
Chenevert: Let me see...I can’t remember the—but it ended up being $30 to $40 a pay and that 
was pretty high at that time. 
 
Chenevert, Eva. "Eva Chenevert Interview." Interview by Anne De Mare and Kirsten Kelley in 2010. The 

Tamiment Library, Robert F. Wagner Labor Archives, Elmer Holmes Bobster Library, New York 
University. http://hdl.handle.net/2333.1/2fqz61mk.  

 
Questions for Analysis: 

1. How did women’s work support the war effort? 
 
 
 

2. How did Eva Chenevert view the war work opportunities she had? 
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Think about what you have read in these documents. Use the chart below to list similarities 
and differences the documents discussed about women who worked in World War II, as well 
as things that surprised you. 
 

Similarities Differences Things that surprised me 
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
Who were the real Rosie the Riveters? Support your response with information from the 
documents. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


