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 Snake Oil and Mothers' Milk:

The representation of women in Victorian patent medicine advertising trade cards

By Phaedra Livingstone, PhD, 2003

This study considers ways women are depicted in the images found in late 19th century North American patent medicine advertising trade cards. Specifically, this paper reports on an analysis conducted on the Dr. Miguel A. Chiong trade card collection, held by the Museum of Health Care at Kingston, Canada (hereafter, the Museum).

Prior research on representations of women in exhibitions has demonstrated an ongoing need to rigorously apply feminist and antiracist critiques in the development of museum displays, in order to avoid unintentionally communicating unbalanced and unrealistic messages (Livingstone, 2003a; Livingstone, 2003b). A significant obstacle museums face in developing sound programming is the need to work within the limitations and biases of the collections they have assembled over time. Building on my prior research, this study involved: (1) a literature review on the 19th century pharmaceutical industry, trade card history, and representations of women in early North American advertising; (2) an international survey of trade card holdings in public repositories; and, (3) a feminist interpretive content analysis of the cards, to identify (a) who is represented in the images, and (b) what the cards suggest about attitudes toward women (embodying notions of femininity, class, race, and health) during that period.

The trade cards were found to represent the work of a good range of significant late 19th century patent medicine proprietors and lithographers, and to offer a fairly representative range of types of advertising images of women, as compared to the images found in trade card reference publications. Significant differences, but also striking similarities, were also noted between the ways women were framed in these first mass advertisements and in contemporary print advertising.

