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Figure 10. The 1992 VA Poster for Veterans Day
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Analysis. Of all the posters, the 1992 version draws attention because of the two women
in the photo, women have become a central focus. Even though the women are central to the
page, the male service members continue to dominate and take up most of the space. This poster
is unique from the others because it clearly depicts a racially diverse group. It also shows a
variety of professions from the foot soldier and medic to the pilot. The poster is colorful and
truly conveys the “honoring all who served” text at the top. Veterans here are well-cultured and
come from all different backgrounds. Men’s hair continues to be extremely short. Women’s hair
is noticeable, sticking out of the hats they wear. This reflects a diverse force and an organization
with many positions and backgrounds. The veterans look like they “will get the job done.” They

don’t look as clean cut as the veterans represented in the 1980s posters.
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Analysis. The 1996 poster is similar to the 1992 poster. The poster shows a variety of
professions and backgrounds. Darker reds, blues, and greens are used giving the poster more of a
dramatic look. All of the service members look serious. We can see a change in women’s bodies
and faces. They no longer have a gaze or are featured on the outskirts. Both women are looking
directly into the camera and there’s a tone of sternness or seriousness. The images do not reveal
the lower half of the body.

Men have never been smaller than women in the posters so far. Men are never short or
scrawny. Men’s uniforms have changed slightly with new camouflage patterns. The American
Flag is once again used as a backdrop and gives an impression of independence. The 1990’s
posters seem to incorporate the “working woman,” revealing various military uniforms. Women

have gone from wearing skirts to wearing the same uniforms as men.
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Analysis. This poster features an American flag as part of the sky. It’s almost a religious
implication reflecting America is watching over soldiers or God is watching over. The stripes fall
beam-like onto six service members. This poster brings several questions to mind. Are the
veterans depicted here intended to be men and women? This information from the VA is yet to
be discovered and yet to be confirmed. From the other posters, one can see that images of
women have changed from a petite woman wearing a skirt to a strong woman wearing the same
uniform as men. Are women included in this picture? Probably. It’s unlikely the VA would
completely leave women out of the picture. Or perhaps they have and all of these service
members are men. Either way—the service members here look intimidating. They look like a very
strong force, holding rifles into the air. The service members may be in some kind of rugged
terrain, but it’s difficult to pinpoint where. It is clear that the majority of the posters don’t
associate the service members in a “real” place. The background is always mysterious.
Sometimes service members are shown with national monuments in Washington, D.C. or with
the Statue of Liberty. For the most part the background is one solid color, using the American

flag or images of bald eagles.
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Analysis. Here is the 2012 poster, in the wing of an eagle. It has been constructed with
silhouette-style soldiers walking through a flat, isolated terrain. “Veterans Day” and “Honoring
All Who Served” are centered and surrounded by a deep red and cream color. According to van
Leeuwan (2001), a title “indicates who or what is represented” (p. 103). The scholar deems this
is a fair representation of a veteran, supported by textual information. The question comes to
mind, are the service members depicted here both men and women? It was just last year that the
military lifted the ban on women in combat positions in the military (“Defense Department,”
2013). Perhaps women, if pictured here, reflect an identity equal to men. There is no
confirmation if the poster includes both men and women; however, veteran identity appears to be
inclusive of both genders. A few words that describe the service members include young, solid,
and unstoppable. This poster represents all of the branches of the military; military branding
covers the bottom portion.

Findings
Research Question 1: Who is a Veteran? What makes up a Veteran?

None of the veterans represented on the VA posters reflect the statistical identity of the
veteran, which is an association of a white male who served pre OIF/OEF/OND. The most
frequent representation of the veteran is a young, healthy soldier with masculine characteristics.
These characteristics include broad shoulders and strong arms. He is tall, well-proportioned, and
hero-like. The veteran is attractive and wears a uniform that conforms nicely to the body.

If one were to look at all 36 posters released, he/she would notice only five posters have

a clear representation of a woman. This doesn’t mean that women aren’t inclusive of the posters
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—women veterans have been represented throughout each decade. It is clear, though those women
are never the essential focus. No single poster is made entirely of women.

Currently-serving members of the military are depicted and the images used by the VA
reflect youth and strength. No representations of older male and female veterans are represented.
Research Question 2: What is the Difference between Representation of Men and the
Representation of Women over the Last 30 Years?

It’s unclear whether the women depicted in the 1980s are in the military or not. They
look like pin-ups. The men look strong and battle ready. As the viewer moves into the 1990s the
posters show women working in roles such as pilots and commanding officers. The 1996 poster
has a central focus of a woman in charge. Representation of men has shifted slightly from a
“clean” combat appearance to a more rugged one. The 1992 poster features a male foot soldier
wearing a Kevlar. As the images move along to the 21% century most of the photos are gender
neutral. Women lose their identity over time—or perhaps are portrayed equal to men. The
feminine characteristics that once defined a woman are no longer applicable. No more hourglass
shapes, no more skirts, no more fashionable hats, no more long hair. Both genders wear loose
clothing. They both carry weapons and stand in the same upright stance.

Scholars such as Connell (2002) have asked, “Why is there a difference at all between
women’s and men’s bodies?”” Connell argues, “common-sense compromise would suggest that
gender differences arise from both biology and social norms” (p. 35). Perhaps the posters are
reflective of gender synchronization.

Throughout the years, the posters continue to use a silhouette look. The lines that once

depicted small waists, curvy busts and hips, and thick, long hair are no longer composed to
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identify women as women. Instead, women’s waists, hips, and busts are composed like men’s—
straight, tall, muscular. Both genders have broad shoulders, an upright stance, and combat
headgear.

Men have not undergone dramatic changes in their appearance like the women have. In
Figures 14 and 15 below, one can see the similarities of the men despite the 30 year time
difference. Why have representations of men remained the same throughout the years? And why
have women’s appearances changed so much?

Which one is the woman in Figure 14? The answer is easy—the one on the left. What
about Figure 15? It’s unclear. Whether or not Figure 15 depicts both men and women is a
question left unanswered. There has been an obvious cultural shift for women veterans over the
last three decades. Representation of the female body changes depending on the historical,
political, or sociological framework. It can be presumed that women are included in the poster
from 2008, given the changed role of women serving in positions that were previously
unobtainable. Women can essentially be seen in two ways today. First, women are seen as equals
to their male counterparts, carrying the same weight and shown with similar body structures.
These women may have a rugged, neutral look. Second, women can be seen as having lost their
identity, no longer carrying once apparent feminine characteristics such as long hair and a small

physique.



VETERAN IDENTITY AND GENDER REPRESENTATION 46

VETERANS

Arlington National Cemetery
November 11, 1986

VETERANS DAY

HONORING ALL
WHO SERVED

g 1OV . D008
@ NOVEMBER 11, 2008

Figure 14. 1986 VA Poster Figure 15. 2008 VA Poster

Conclusion

This study explored veteran identity and female representation over the last three decades
found on a VA poster series. A formal analysis with the application of semiotics and gender
theory was used for interpretation within a visual communication framework. Research questions
included what makes up a “veteran” and what differences there are between women and men.
Overall, the posters reflect a positive, patriotic association of service members and Veterans Day.
Veteran representation frequently reflected a masculine ideal and formed a male representation
rather than a feminine one. Women no longer wear form-fitting uniforms, pose delicately, or let
their hair flow loosely as once shown three decades ago—today, women’s bodies, build, and

facial features are similar to their male counterparts.
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Gender in this study was seen as a social construct. “Gender is the structure of social
relations that centers on the reproductive arena, and the set of practices (governed by this
structure) that bring reproductive distinctions between bodies into social processes” (Connell,
2002, p. 10). Social structures and systems define ideal representations. In the poster series, the
military and veteran communities are key players in accurate and ideal veteran representation.
Limitations

Perhaps the biggest criticism on critical visual analysis is that it is subjective in nature.
Meaning is produced through interpretive methods drawn from sociological and historical
positions.

One of the most difficult methodological problems in working with images is how to

access and assess information from them. Of course, one of the major reasons for this is

that images do not render exact readings or interpretations, thus posing problems for

managerial and positivist image researches that emphasize external validity, replication,

and instrumental meaning-making. (Schroeder, 2013)
There are various methods for interpreting visual messages, but this study only used critical
visual analysis. Content analysis was considered, however, given the small collection of visual
data to work with, the deployed method seemed apt.

It is important to remember the focus of visual culture—it is not a discipline that

creates step-by-step methods to get the “answer” to an image. Rather, it is

perhaps better to [understand] visual culture as a set of tasks performed on the

image. Visual culture research tries to problematize, to demystify, to historicize,

and to visualize the image. (Schroeder, 2013)
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The method draws from historical, political, and social conventions. Visual culture is
created by society. Since the area of gender, culture, and history are so comprehensive, not all
details were explored. This study is investigative and attempts to conceptualize visual data on a
widespread position.
Implications

Veterans are represented in many ways—especially women veterans. News reports cover
women in combat roles, women trading in skirts for fatigues, and the expansion of specialty
health care. Women in the military are unique because they only make up twelve percent of the
work force and are currently serving in a male-dominated environment. They also make up a
unique minority group in VA health care. Today women must carry their own load and meet the
same standards as men-this may have a great impact on how and why women are represented the
way they are. This can be seen as “sex similarity” and gender equality. Sex similarity is looked
at by researchers such as Connell (2002) who stated, “Bodily differences and social effects are
often linked through the idea of character dichotomy” (p. 40). According to Connell (2002),
much of society is reluctant to represent gender as one:

A large part of the explanation, I am sure, lies in the cultural background.

Dichotomous gender symbolism is very strong in Western culture, so it is not

surprising that when researches think about sex and gender, what they “see” is

difference. Within our usual mindset and our usual research design, gender

similarity is not a positive state; it is merely the absence of proven difference. (p.

42)
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Given the recent combat change for women veterans, these posters may aim to
represent the new face of women.

On the other hand, based on communication materials such as the VA campaign on
women’s health, women want their own identity and do not want to be represented as “one.”
This is a question that falls under a cultural context. How should women veterans be depicted?
Should women veterans be depicted equal to their male counterparts, given their new role in the
military? Or perhaps women veterans should be depicted more inclusive to their gender? This is
an opportunity for service members and service member organizations to look closely at veteran
visual media and provide feedback on representation of both male and female veterans.

Areas of Further Study

The analysis provides a starting point for further research on the VA’s cultural change
campaign to be more inclusive of women veterans, historical conventions that shape gender
identity, and organizations such as the military that influence representation. It may be
interesting to conduct interview-based studies or send out a survey to service members on ideal
visual representation. It may also be interesting to compare veteran identity in the years to come,
assuming the VA will continue releasing Veterans Day posters.

The chronological VA poster series is a set of visual data that can be used to interpret
military culture and the role of women in the military. Images such as these provide insight to the
way historical and political conventions such as the woman combat veteran and the increasing
female force shape visual communication.

This analysis is useful for female service members combating gender stereotypes and

facing real-world issues, academic scholars focusing their efforts on visual communication,
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