
Rosie the Riveter and Uncle Sam: two
iconic symbols of American patriotism

Image 1. Rosie the Riveter by J. Howard Miller, 1943 (left). Uncle Sam by J. M Flagg, 1917 (right). Images by: Wikimedia 

"Rosie the Riveter" is a well-known symbol of women’s empowerment. The image was created in

1943 by photographer J. Howard Miller. It was meant to lift the spirits of employees at factories

owned by the Westinghouse Electric Corporation. Riveters were factory workers who used a tool

to shoot rivets into planes and boats to hold them together. In recent decades, the poster has

come to represent working women around the country.

Miller based the image on photographs taken of a woman named Naomi Parker Fraley as she

worked at a naval air station in California. Fraley passed away last month, which led to an

outpouring of new reflections on Rosie’s role and significance. 
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Little has been said, however, about how the Rosie the Riveter image related to another famous

image from the time: the Uncle Sam "I Want You" poster.
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Uncle Sam First Appeared In 1916

The most well-known Uncle Sam image was created by J.M. Flagg. It first appeared on July 6,

1916, as the cover of the magazine Leslie’s Weekly, with the caption “What are you doing for

Preparedness?” It was Flagg who had the character famously declare “I Want YOU for the U.S.

Army.” Sam's face was based on a drawing of the British Secretary of State for War, Lord

Kitchner, though Flagg claimed that he had modeled the picture on himself. 

The story of Uncle Sam, a real person named Sam Wilson, who became a folk hero in the early

days of the country's history. Sam Wilson was known as “uncle” because he seemed to be

related to just about everybody in his community. He served in the War of 1812, delivering

supplies to troops. Supplies came in large containers labeled with the letters "U.S.", which stood

for "United States" but were also Uncle Sam's initials. So soldiers started to use "Uncle Sam" as a

way of referring to the U.S. military.

In the early years, Uncle Sam was shown as clean-shaven and friendly-looking. He even looked

slightly goofy, dressed in a stars-and-stripes dressing gown. That changed during the Civil War,

thanks in particular to cartoonist Thomas Nast. He depicted Sam with a beard, a thin frame and

gaunt features, closely resembling President Abraham Lincoln. 

Rosie Inspired Women, Sam Recruited Soldiers

Wearing a top hat, tails and matching red-and white-striped pants, Uncle Sam became a symbol

in the 1860s for the Union army in the North. He encouraged citizens to be patriotic and sacrifice

for their country. After the war, Uncle Sam came to represent the federal government in general,

not just the military. His fame grew in the 20th century, when J.M. Flagg's version of Sam was

used to recruit soldiers during both world wars. Along with Rosie the Riveter, it was one of the

central images associated with American war efforts.

Uncle Sam recruited soldiers by telling Americans what to do. "I Want YOU For U.S. Army,” the

poster reads, with Sam’s piercing blue eyes and firm finger pointed directly at the viewer. It's

more of an order than a request. By contrast, Rosie used welcoming language to inspire a group

call to action. “We Can Do It!” she cries, looking you directly in the eye and inviting you to join

her. 

Rosie was a friend, Sam was a stern uncle. He wears a top hat and looks like the member of the

elite, ruling class. In comparison, Rosie has her hair up in a simple kerchief that marks her as a

member of the working class. 

This article is available at 5 reading levels at https://newsela.com. 3



These differences help explain why Rosie the Riveter has become more popular as a cultural

symbol, while Uncle Sam has become less so. Women across the country identify with Rosie and

continue to see her as a model of female empowerment. Uncle Sam, on the other hand, is now

rarely seen except as a joke, such as in the form of a playful Fourth of July costume.

Rosie Being Honored By The Smithsonian

Miller’s 1943 Rose the Riveter poster can currently be seen in person at the Smithsonian’s

National Museum of American History. 

As the museum organizers point out, the images on display, which were developed by the Office

of War Information, played an important role in World War II by encouraging thousands of women

to join the war effort. These advertisements suggested that women already had all the skills they

needed to work in factories and contribute to winning the war, all without losing their femininity. 

"Can you use an electric mixer? If so, you can learn to operate a drill," one advertisement

reasoned. The campaign helped add 6.5 million women to the workforce, which was essential as

men left to serve in the military.

Kim Sajet is the director of the National Portrait Gallery at the Smithsonian.
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