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Abstract: This analysis examines the debut issue of the Romanian magazine
“Femeia” (The Woman) in July 1946, a period of impending socialist transition. It argues
that the publication, while superficially an apolitical entertainment weekly focused on
romance, fashion, and Hollywood, functioned as a potent vehicle for conservative,
capitalist values and gender stereotypes. The article deconstructs the magazine’s
format—highlighting its familiar tone, signature columnist “Monica,” and engaging mix
of surveys and human-interest stories—to reveal how its professional and appealing
presentation naturalized a traditional ideology.

Beneath its lighthearted content, “Femeia” reinforced a narrow, domestic sphere
for women, excluded the elderly, and sensationalized topics like prostitution. While
directly addressing the upcoming 1948 elections and women’s political role through
curated questionnaires, the magazine’s underlying credo and clichés ultimately upheld
patriarchal norms. The study concludes that “Femeia”s 1946 iteration represents a form
of effective, normalized propaganda, where entertainment subtly affirms existing power
structures and social roles, contrasting with the overtly political propaganda attributed
to its later socialist-era versions.
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Introduction: Women’s Press in the East—Between
Neglect and Integration

It is important to begin by situating the present research within the
broader theoretical field of studies related to women’s magazines. The first
observation concerns the theoretical imbalance between the analyses
devoted to women’s press in the West and the scarcity of such studies in
the former socialist space.

While publications addressing women in the USA or Western
Europe have enjoyed extensive analytical attention, with numerous
studies focusing on their evolution and the types of messages they
amplified (McCracken, 1993; Zuckerman, 1998; Ballaster et al., 1991;
Braithwaite, 1996; Ferguson, 1983), considerably less attention has been
paid to the socialist women’s press. Naturally, specialized literature

1 The ideas presented in this article were previously explored in the article “Presa
feminista socialista - Debutul Revistei Femeia”. Anthropos. Revista de filosofie, arte si
umanioare nr. 1/2025.



dedicated to these publications does exist, but it is smaller in scale
compared to that devoted to Western women’s magazines (Ghodsee, 2019;
Atwood, 1999).

There are numerous elements that explain the disparity in
academic attention given to women’s magazines from former socialist
countries. Firstly, the difference in the success of the magazines
themselves, which enjoyed wide circulation in Western countries.
Furthermore, publishers, universities, and the theoretical apparatus
developed in the West tended to view their own cultural products
primarily with a critical eye. The language barrier, lack of access to
archives, and not least, the categorization of the socialist press as mere
“propaganda,” have all contributed to a much lower interest in this type of
media discourse. While Western publications benefit from numerous
analyses, monographs, historical, semiotic, or comparative studies, the
work written by Lynne Atwood remains a singular effort in the field of
publications from the former socialist space. There is also a disparity in
the analysis of women’s press in former socialist countries reflected among
researchers themselves: there are fewer researchers from the East who
penetrate the Western academic field, and when they do, they often find
themselves compelled to integrate the experience from their own
countries into Western theoretical frameworks.

A less cited element resulting in the disproportionality of analytical
concerns regarding women’s press relates to the absence of self-critical
examination in former socialist countries. While in the West there was
great openness to analyzing the press from various perspectives, and the
refinement and infinite nuances of this analysis gave rise to a vast and
complex literature, the socialist press was not analyzed as propaganda. On
the contrary, it was considered that it “expressed the truth and contributed
to the formation of class consciousness.” However, under conditions
where the press became an organ of truth, analysis of it as a form of
persuasion, as an instrument for shaping a feminine ideal, “gender
norms,” and recipes guaranteeing social acceptability was absent. It was
only after the fall of the Berlin Wall that the press in former socialist
countries became accessible to critical reflection. The experienced eye of
Western researchers found in this press a terrain worthy of exploration.
However, as mentioned, local research, especially that based on
Francophone theoretical frameworks, has struggled to find its way into the
references cited by these works (Roventa-Frumusani, 2022). The fall of
the Berlin Wall often meant, as stated, a framing of Eastern experiences
within Western theoretical frameworks. We consider it absolutely
necessary to develop the critical self-reflection initiated after 1989 by
researchers in Romania, to bring theory closer to the research subject.

In this sense, it is important to dismantle from the outset a strong
prejudice concerning the press intended for women. It is seen as
“propaganda.” In the strict sense of the term—the propagation of a
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message—yes, it is an instrument of propaganda. But in the same sense,
any message amplified by the mass media is propaganda (Ellul, 1973).
Without entering the difficult terrain of defining the term propaganda, we
must begin our analytical exercise regarding the debut of “Femeia”
magazine by understanding that mass persuasion has a force of
propagation, of amplification, whether it openly assumes this or hides it.

Furthermore, the 1950s are a particularly interesting period, given
the scale that women’s magazines and the press in general acquired during
this time of post-war economic boom. Consequently, we have a vast
specialized literature concerning how the ideal of femininity was shaped
and transmitted through these press organs. As expected, the Cold War
and differing ideological orientations would decisively leave their mark on
how women’s magazines functioned. The very objective of the press
intended for women was different. In the West, it concerned the placement
and marketing of products, while in the former socialist countries, it was
about other types of goals: promoting a more complex image of women,
linking the feminine ideal to professional success, and forming class
consciousness.

In the effort to rewrite the history of socialism in a rather negative
key, the fact that the women’s press in the countries of the former Soviet
bloc openly assumed much more progressive ideals tends to be
overlooked. However, as our analysis will show, in the first two years of
“Femeia”’s publication, the style, headlines, press genres, type of writing,
topics addressed—absolutely everything seemed to make the magazine
hard to distinguish from a magazine like Vogue in the USA, for instance.

The first issues of the Woman magazine 1946

The debut years of “Femeia” magazine — 1946, 1947 — are the period
when the magazine is a “classic” one. Obsessively dominated by themes
related to love and sexuality, the magazine slips in a few articles about
successful women and a few ideas about profession and its importance.
Otherwise, it is a magazine that could be reprinted today without shocking
through its “socialist” content.

The inaugural issue of “Femeia” (The Woman) magazine, published
on Friday, July 12, 1946, emerged during a complex and transitional socio-
political juncture in Romania. Notably, its content reflects a deliberate
disengagement from the contemporaneous political tensions, wherein King
Michael I still held the throne—his abdication would occur in December
1947—and traditional political parties, while under pressure, had not yet
been fully dissolved by the consolidating communist regime (Deletant,
1999; Petrescu, 2014). This publication strategy appears particularly
conspicuous given the high political stakes surrounding the potential
mobilization of the women’s electorate in the lead-up to the manipulated
1946 elections and the subsequent establishment of a communist People’s
Republic in 1948. It is important to notice that the fist two years after WWII
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when the Woman magazine was published marked a period of uncertainty
when the communists were trying to attract the Romanians to win the
elections of 1949. As researchers show, they were walking a fine line, since
they were counting on the women’s votes but were very cautious about
upholding radical feminists ideals in a very backward and conservative
country. (Jinga, 2015).

Contrasting with these underlying political struggles, the
magazine’s format and content positioned it firmly within the realm of
popular, apolitical entertainment. Published weekly in an eight-page A3
newspaper format on low-quality paper, “Femeia” utilized a visual
grammar typical of leisure publications: bold decorative fonts, strategic
use of red ink, and prominent illustrations. Its masthead, rendered in bold
black handwritten letters on a green rectangle, introduced a publication
whose first cover featured a female silhouette in a windswept beach dress
and wide-brimmed hat—an image emphasizing leisure and femininity.
The content further sustained this focus, predominantly featuring human-
interest stories, clichéd narratives on women’s societal roles, and
discussions of intimacy, celebrity culture, fashion, and domestic advice,
such as weight-loss recipes.

Moreover, the magazine uses commercial techniques to attract the
reader by placing only small excerpts from interesting articles on the front
page and continuing them on page seven. A survey of the headlines from
the first issues leads us toward the realm of sensationalism. Here are a few
examples from issue no. 4: “Romantic advice: let’s say ‘no’”; “Men of
Today”; “My Husband Will Leave Me”; “A Woman Criminologist”;
“Behind the Scenes of Censorship in American Cinemas”; “My Diary:
Suicide for Love”; “French Stars”; “Women on Dangerous Slopes.”. (The
Woman magazine, no. 4, 1946)

Consequently, “Femeia” from this period can be interpreted not as
a political document but as a human-interest brochure. Its enduring
interest for contemporary readers lies precisely in this dissonance—its
presentation of conventional, even stereotypical, feminine topics as a
pervasive normality, thereby obscuring the profound political
transformation unfolding within Romanian society

A review of the first issues reveals a consistent magazine format.
The front page employs a “hook” technique, featuring teasers of articles
that are continued on page seven.

The publication lacks an introduction of its editorial team; instead,
the central figure is “Monica.” She opens the magazine with her personal
credo, conducts surveys, and responds to readers’ letters. Her tone is
deliberately intimate, explicitly positioning herself as a confidante to
whom readers should open their hearts. On page two, in a column titled
“The Letter Box,” Monica addresses her audience in an article called “Dear
Future Friends,” aiming to foster a sense of closeness. The eight-page
magazine contains a total of 34 articles organized into recurring columns.
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These include a brief editorial by Monica; impressionistic pieces on life,
women, love, and relationships by journalist Sorin Carnabel (spanning
pages one and seven); discussions on controversial romantic topics in
“Monica’s Problem” (also spanning pages one and seven); and a collection
of opinions on marriage, jealousy, and first love under the title “Monica
Conducts a Survey.”

Other regular features are “The Children’s Corner,” “The Joke Bag,”
and “Ionica and Danut.” An entire page (page six) is dedicated to film and
Hollywood stars, with Monica also contributing reviews. The column “The
Monkey Box,” signed “Cobra,” offers merciless criticism of local shows and
actresses. The humorous adventures of “coana Luxita,” written from the
perspective of a well-to-do lady recounting her misadventures—such as
being mistaken for a prostitute or attending a “swing” dance party—add a
layer of benign irony and familiar charm to the publication.

The sole reference to the upcoming elections appears within
Monica’s survey, posing questions that, tellingly, remain relevant today,
highlighting the slow evolution of mentalities compared to technical
progress. Monica poses several questions to actress Dina Cocea, including:
whether political discernment is male-exclusive or if feminine qualities
make women more suitable; if political engagement leads women to
neglect the home; how mass female participation would influence political
life; if women in politics should also serve in the military; if opposing
political views between spouses cause discord; and what would happen if
men ceded power to women temporarily. Author Hortensia Papadat-
Bengescu answers similar questions in another issue. While some
responses may seem progressive, they are framed by Monica’s opening
editorial, which strikes an undeniably conservative note. After optimistic
platitudes about creating an interesting magazine and the “free woman”
bringing a message of peace, Monica states: “I believe in marriage, which
is a great trial (...) I adore children. I believe in God, in honor, and in the
future of my country.” (Revista “Femeia”, no. 1, July 1946).

Thus, the magazine was edited by women with a conservative
mindset who were nonetheless talented journalists, skilled at attracting an
audience with humor, provocative questions, surveys, and human-interest
stories that remain engaging even today.

However, beneath its entertaining style tailored for a public seeking
light topics, the magazine systematically reinforces gender stereotypes. Its
content focuses almost exclusively on love and romance, implicitly
targeting young and very young women. Discussions revolve around
whether to confess past relationships to a partner, if jealousy justifies
divorce, or how to balance profession and family. While an article like
“Rely Only on Yourselves” (Issue 2) encourages women to enter the
workforce, and others advise leaving unloving husbands or making marital
compromises, the overarching narrative is limited. Monica’s surveys probe
whether modern love is stronger, if one can love multiple times with equal
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intensity, and how to protect children from heartbreak—never addressing
the lives of elderly women, who are entirely absent from its pages.

Furthermore, the articles predominantly feature women as civil
servants or, more rarely, workers—a reflection of high rural female
illiteracy at the time. Women are overwhelmingly portrayed in the roles of
wife, mistress, prostitute, or actress. The treatment of prostitution is
particularly problematic. The “coana Luxita” episode humorously depicts
her being mistaken for a prostitute during a police raid, using this to
critique the treatment of women as “objects” by male politicians—a
critique that remains pertinent seventy years later. A “Report from the
joyless life of young déclassé women” sensationally exposes the identities
and photographs of women arrested for prostitution, blending pity with
exhibitionism while blatantly disregarding their privacy or consent.

The 1946 “Femeia” exhibits strong American influence. Page six,
“Woman and Spectacle,” is filled with Hollywood star photos and gossip,
while the second issue features a translated excerpt from Eleanor
Roosevelt’s memoirs. Self-help columns offer psychological tests to assess
one’s personality or capacity for enjoyment. The “Monkey Box” column,
signed “Cobra,” employs derogatory language, as in its scornful review of
an aging actress, contrasting her with a French star who gracefully retired.

Clichés about men backstage at female performances or men envying
women’s summer attire fill the pages. Reading it, one might imagine
Romania in its most serene times, as the content scarcely ventures beyond
the romantic lives of young women, gossip, actor profiles, and the inevitable
beauty, weight-loss, and sewing patterns occupying the final page.

Conclusion

In scholarly literature, “Femeia” from the 1950s is often quickly
labeled a propaganda tool of the socialist regime. Yet, the propagandistic
nature of the 1946 entertainment magazine is seldom questioned, likely
because its format—friendly tone, humor, and professional layout—has
become so normalized in women’s magazines that its underlying
messages, stereotypes, and power dynamics go unexamined. This very
normalization makes its “propaganda”—reinforcing traditional gender
roles and social hierarchies—infinitely more effective. It is not absent; it is
skillfully concealed.

In essence, the socialist-era debut of “Femeia” is as capitalist and
conservative as possible. Meticulously crafted for marketability, it is a
magazine designed to please, attract, and retain its audience while being
saturated with the clichés of a traditional society that confines women to
the romanticized domestic sphere—despite its pompous proclamations
about feminine freedom and affirmation in all fields.
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