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Flu Files Assignment Part II 

 I chose to analyze a Vaseline advertisement printed in the Boston Daily Globe on 

October 19th, 1918 to examine how corporations were capitalizing on the Spanish Flu to push 

their products. This is the first advertisement on page 7 of this issue from a total of 5 Vaseline 

advertisements within the Boston Daily Globe in a 3-week span between October and November 

1918. According to Mass Moments, the Spanish Flu Epidemic began that August in Boston 

through two sailors while the media also hesitated in realizing the severity of this disease (Mass 

Humanities). I believe these back-to-back advertisements are in response to the late action 

toward influenza with Vaseline marketing off of fear and heightened awareness.  

The advertisement begins with a call to action “Help Fight the Epidemic” for consumers 

to join the collective effort to eradicate influenza. Below is a notice from the Surgeon General on 

the symptoms as well as how military personnel were being treated with liquid vaseline and 

eucalyptol. Vaseline’s frames this notice from a military standpoint with the title being “General 

Blue Tells How to Cure “Spanish” Grip” in correlation to the “fight” of the advertisement’s 

headline. Through the military’s use of liquid vaseline and eucalyptol, Vaseline sees the 

opportunity to allow military validation to market their Vaseline petroleum jelly with eucalyptol. 

Immediately following the notice is “Let everyone take precautions” to invite everyday 

consumers the privilege in influenza prevention.  They advise customers to line their noses with 

Vaseline every night and morning to lessen the risk of disease while highlighting that their 

petroleum jelly contains no dangerous ingredients.  



 Additionally, this advertisement reflects onto today through COVID-19 with a rising 

trend of natural alternatives, specifically essential oils. The ingredient eucalyptol is the primary 

component of eucalyptus essential oil, known for its cooling properties. Although both Vaseline 

and today’s herbal medicine users center their arguments on the accessibility and transparency of 

medicine, it has been found that these suggestions are dangerous. Dr. Adrian Divittorio, a 

pulmonologist, debunked this seemingly century-old myth this June: “Putting lubricants, 

vaseline, essential oils on the tip of the nose or nostrils does not impede the entrance of 

organisms, viruses, the coronavirus in particular. If anything it can increase the work of 

breathing” (Lombard). This speaks to the advancement of medicine as there are more over-the-

counter options beyond Vaseline now in 2020; however, could Vaseline be complicit in this 

harmful advice? It’s uncertain that consumers became much more susceptible to the Spanish Flu 

through this advice, but that argument is limited to the knowledge of that time. However, those 

within the age of COVID-19 soliciting damaging advice are much more responsible.  
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