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Sowing the Seeds of
Change: Women
and World War i

Susan M. Hartmann

Marye Stumph, a white, divorced
mother of two, got a job at Vultee Aircraft in 1941
and before long was making three times what she
had earned before the war. She enjoyed her work as
a machinist: “I could have just gone on and made a
career out of that,” she said, but “it just ended
overnight.” She had to work to support her chil-
dren, and she ended up in traditionally female jobs,
first as a switchboard operator and then as a records
clerk.'

Tina Hill, an African American

woman, summarized the war’s impact on her in one
sentence: “Hitler was the one who got us out of the
white folks’ kitchen.” Hill left domestic work for a
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job on the production line at North American
Aircraft. She said that being laid off “didn’t bother me
[and]
my husband had a job.” Nonetheless, after doing
domestic work for a while, when North American
called her back, Hill recalled, “Was I a happy soul!”
Charlcia Neuman, a white woman who

much. I was just glad that the war was over . . .

lived with her husband and teenaged daughter took a
defense job at Vultee aircraft. In 1945 she accepted her
layoff slip matter-of-factly. “It wasn’t discriminato-
ry,” she said. “The idea was for the women to go back
home. The women understood that . . . I was ready . . .
I was tired.” And she settled back into domesticity.
These three women’s experiences only
begin to reflect the tremendously diverse ways in that
World War II changed — and didn’t change —
women’s lives. Neuman represented those women
who were happy to give up their wartime jobs and
return to fulltime homemaking. But many others —
like Marye Stumph — had to work and had to find
other jobs when their defense work ended. Tina Hill
was exceptional as a woman and as a black women.
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Though World War |l
increased employment
opportunities for African-
American women, forty per-
cent still continued in domes-
tic work. {(CHS Briol
Photograph Collection)
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WE CANT WIN
WITHOUT THEM

As the nation mobilized to
meet the military and civilian
needs of the U.S. and its
allies, the War Manpower
Commission worked to com-
bat lingering public hostility
toward working women.
{CHS Photograph Collection)
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Most “Rosie the Riveters,” regardless of race, found
themselves back in the lower-paying, typically female
jobs they had held before the war. And, while African
American women’s employment became more diver-
sified in the 19408 and many left domestic service for
good, two-fifths of all black women workers contin-
ued to work in someone else’s kitchen.

If a single generalization could represent
what World War IT meant in terms of women’s lives
and opportunities, it would emphasize continuity in
the short run and change in the longer run. In the
short run, the war did not dramatically alter women’s
place in society or bring them much closer to equity
with men. World War 1I did, however, sow seeds of
change that two decades later would lead to a sub-
stantial transformation of women’s roles, rights, and
experiences.

When World War II called fifteen million
men out of civilian life, American women acquired
new responsibilities and unprecedented opportunities.
The need to produce enormous amounts of military

War production demanded
more workers, and women
entered almost every former-
ly male field of work. (CHS
Photograph Collection)

and civilian goods for the United States and its allies
meant that women were allowed — and even encour-
aged — to do work that had been previously reserved
for men. Public hostility to working women, which
had intensified during the Depression, declined
markedly during the war. The female labor force grew
from twelve million to more than cighteen million
women, who constituted more than one-third of all
workers. In 1944 thirty-seven percent of all adult
women were employed, and nearly fifty percent had
been at work outside the home at some time during
that year.”

But it was not only the homefront that
needed women. As a modern, global war, World War II
required a vast and functionally diversified military.
The military needed combat soldiers and bombers,
but it also needed typists, supply personnel, and nurs-
es — jobs already being done by women in civilian
life. Military leaders soon recognized that they could
use women because, according to one official, “we
have found difficulty in getting enlisted men to per-
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form tedious duties anywhere nearly as well as
women.” By war’s end, about 370,000 women had
donned military uniforms.?

In addition, the war created a moral
atmosphere of heightened sensitivity to injustice, par-
ticularly racial discrimination but also discrimination
against women. Like black leaders, the small band of
women’s rights activists invoked the nation’s avowed
war aims to demand justice at home. Pointing out
that the United States was fighting for freedom and
democracy abroad, one feminist insisted, “Surely we
will not refuse to our own that which we purchase for
strangers with the blood of our sons.”*

Yet along with these war-induced devel-
opments that broadened opportunities for women
were equally powerful forces that put a brake on
change. First, therc was the obvious fact of war —
men were soldiers, and women, for the most part,
were not. Men’s roles became even more highly val-
ued, and this increased the disparities in status
between women and men. Although men were called
upon to make the ultimate sacrifice, they also
received material and psychological advantages that
were not available to women.*

In addition, while Americans acknowl-
edged the critical need for women’s contributions to
the war effort, they also cherished conventional gen-
der roles and worried about the effect of women’s new
activitics outside the home on male-female relations
and the family. Stable family life took on even greater
importance as wartime disruptions contributed to ris-

ing rates of juvenile delinquency, divorce, and illegiti-
macy. A commentator on juvenile delinquency
expressed this tension between the need for women in
defense production and concerns about their family
responsibilities: “Mothers, proudly winning the war
on the production line, are losing it on the home
front.”*

Women themselves demonstrated their
attachment to traditional roles: Their employment
rose steeply — from twelve million to nineteen mil-
lion — but so did marriage and birth rates. The De-
pression with its devastating unemployment had sent
marriage and birth rates downward in the 1930s.
Although the war separated husbands and wives,
fathers and children, it also encouraged family forma-
tion. Risks and uncertainties faced by men of draft age
led to more and earlier marriages and encouraged
childbearing. Moreover, the economic recovery sus-
tained by the war and the postwar benefits offered to
veterans made marriage and family life financially
possible for most Americans. Thus, the World War II
era saw increasing tension between women’s tradi-
tional roles of wife and mother and their growing
roles in the world outside the home.

Official policy and propaganda reflected
efforts to resolve the conflicting goals of recruiting
women to the war effort and preserving women’s pri-
mary commitments in the home. Policy statements,
propaganda, and advertising accentuated gender differ-
ences, and appeals to women to assume new responsi-
bilities carried two conditions: they were do to so

The Office of War Information
(OW) used drawings to reas-
sure Americans that women
would keep their femininity
doing “men’s” jobs. (CHS
Photograph Collection)
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only for the duration, and they were to retain their
primary identities and duties as homemakers and
mothers.

These messages were embedded in the
propaganda and advertising intended to recruit women
to the military and defense production. Military pro-
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paganda stressed gender differences, proclaiming that
military women retained their “femininity,” and even
“developed new poise and charm.” The Army adver-
tised that it needed women’s “delicate hands” for
“precision work at which women are so adept,” and

that it needed women for hospital work because

“there is a need in a man for comfort and attention
that only a woman can fill.””

Some servicewomen did land assign-
ments generally considered to be men’s work. They
repaired motor vehicles, served on non-combat flight
crews, and trained men to be pilots. In fact, once the
WAVES got underway, no pilot went into combat
without having received some training from a woman.
Yet the vast majority of military women performed
jobs similar to those women held in the civilian econ-
omy, working as secretaries and clerks, in hospitals,
or as storekeepers. And, because of racial segregation,
black women had even fewer opportunities to break
out of traditional female fields. Thus, women entered
the last bastion of male exclusivity on terms that
maintained traditional gender roles. Nonetheless,

Official government policy
discouraged mothers of
young children from working,
warning that children in
group day care would face a
host of problems in their
emotional development.

(CHS Ransohoff Photograph
Collection)
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their wartime service won them a permanent place in
the defense establishment, thus sowing the seeds for
more substantial change in the 1960s and beyond.*

In the civilian economy, women broke
into nearly every formerly male field of work, replac-
ing men in aircraft factories, ordnance plants, and
shipyards and filling men’s shoes as musicians {most
symphonies hired their first women during the war),
airplane pilots, engineers, scientists, college profes-
sors, and even Santa Clauses. Large numbers of work-
ing-class women won the benefits of union represen-
tation for the first time, as the number of women in
labor unions grew from 800,000 to three million.

Operating to contain these dramatic
changes, materials used to recruit women to wartime
work — like military propaganda — stressed gender
differcnces and traditional female roles. One maga-
zine article featuring women workers said, “You’ll
like this girl. She does a man’s work . . . servicing
airplanes, but she hasn’t lost any of her feminine
sweetness and charm.” An ad designed for the dual
purpose of promoting women’s employment and sell-

ing laundry starch insisted, “A woman can do any-
thing if she knows she looks beautiful doing it.” And
a cosmetics ad conceded that lipstick could not win
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the war, “But it symbolizes one of the reasons why
we are fighting. . . the precious right of women to be
feminine and lovely.” The theme of femininity per-
vaded the factory itself. Women welders were called
welderettes, and factories routinely held beauty and
popularity contests for women workers.?

Especially towards the end of the war,
the theme of femininity was joined by the theme that
women’s employment was temporary. A vacuum
cleaner ad praised women on the assembly line, but
promised that at war’s end, “Like you Mrs. America,
Eureka [the vacuum manufacturer] will put aside its
uniform and return to the ways of peace. . . .” In May
1945, the Bo’s’'n’s Whistle, house organ at Kaiser
Shipyards, issued a clear message to its female
employees in an article titled, “'The Kitchen’ —
Women’s Big Post-War Goal.” The article began,
“Brothers, the tin hat and welder’s torch will be
yours! We, the women, will give them back to you
with best regards. . . . [W]hen the war finally is won
the thing we want to do is take off these unfeminine
garments and button ourselves into something
starched and pretty.”'°

Ads that looked into the postwar future
also touched on anxieties about the employment of

The FEPC worked for fair
employment practices during
wartime, but when victory
brought the agency’s demise,
women lost the formerly
“men-only” jobs they had
held. (CHS Briol Photograph
Collection)
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Women lost most wartime Marsh Photograph
employment gains, but by Collection)

1950, growing numbers of

married and middle-income

white women worked outside

the home in non-traditional

and traditional jobs. (CHS
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mothers and sent strong messages to women workers
about their real responsibilities. A 1944 ad in the
Saturday Evening Post showed a woman in work
overalls and a child asking, “Mother, when will you
stay home again?” The ad promised that mother “will
stay home again, doing the job she likes best — mak-
ing a home for you and daddy, when he gets back.”"
The ambivalence about employed moth-
ers appeared in government actions on day care.
Official policy discouraged mothers with small chil-
dren from taking jobs. A Children’s Bureau publica-
tion, for example, warned mothers that group care for
children under two would result in “slower mental
development, social ineptness, weakened initiative,
and damage to the child’s capacity . . . to form satis-
factory relationships.” The Women’s Bureau advised
employers to question women closely about provi-
sions for their children’s care. FBI chief J. Edgar
Hoover insisted that parental neglect caused “perver-
sion” and “crime.” Of mothers, he said: “She already
has her war job. Her patriotism consists in not letting
quite understandable desires to escape for a few
months from a household routine or to get a little
money of her own tempt her to quit it. There must be
. . Her patriotic
duty is not on the factory front. It is on the home

no absenteeism among mothers. .

front.”"

Yet government officials also recognized
that some mothers needed to work and that defense
production in areas of severe labor shortages depended
upon the employment of mothers. The Census Bureau
estimated that 2.75 million women with 4.5 million
children were at work outside the home. Ultimately
the federal government spent around $50 million to
match state and local funds for the establishment of
3,000 day care centers around the country. At peak
usage, they accommodated 130,000 children of
employed mothers and perhaps 600,000 during the
course of the war. But this represented a tiny percent-
age of the children whose mothers worked outside the
home."

The federal day care program was just
one of several policy changes adopted by government,
trade unions, and employers that helped accommo-
date women’s employment. These policies attacked

Queen City Heritage

many of the old attitudes and practices that discrimi-
nated against women, and, to a lesser extent, they
addressed the severe difficulties faced by women
attempting to combine employment with their cus-
tomary domestic responsibilities. For example, the
principle of equal pay for equal work gained national
attention during the war. Several large unions won
equal pay clauses in contract negotiations, and in
cases where labor-management disputes came to the
National War Labor Board, it had the power to man-
date equal pay for equal work. In a key case brought
by the United Electrical Workers, the board issued a
landmark ruling on equal pay. But — like the day care
program — the board was dismantled as soon as the
war ended, and its ruling was not enforced."

Wartime government policy also chal-
lenged the historical discrimination against African
American women. Before the war, three-fourths of
black women worlkers were confined to domestic ser-
vice or farm work. The sheer need for workers caused
some employers to stop discriminating against blacks,
but government policy also attacked race discrimina-
tion. Threatened by a massive march on Washington,
the federal government established the Fair

Colleges and universities
changed admission policies
during the war to admit more
women, successfully bolster-
ing enrollment. (Cincinnatian,
CHS Printed Works
Collection.)
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Employment Practices Commission (FEPC), and sev-
eral states followed suit. Black women filed around
one-fourth of all race discrimination claims with
these commissions, but neither black women nor
black men ever achieved systematic enforcement of
these policies [in part because the government was
loath to disrupt production by cancelling contracts
with offending employers). Like day care and the War
Labor Board, the FEPC did not survive the war’s end."

As these policies ended, so did women’s
employment in the high paying, formerly male jobs
they held during the war. Within two years after war
ended, women’s share of the labor force had declined
from thirty-six to twenty-eight per cent. Women who
continued to work were bumped back into female
jobs. A former welder who became a cashier related
her experience: “It kind of hurt . . . you were back to
women’s wages again . . . practically in half.” A for-
mer electrician’s helper at forty-eight dollars a week
found work as a saleswoman for twenty-eight dollars
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a week. Some women, seeing the handwriting on the
wall, left defense industries even before they were laid
off. A shipyard worker left her job before the war
ended, assuming that “when the boys come back after
the war, they’d just automatically make a place for
them.” Explaining her decision, she recalled, “I
thought there wouldn’t be any of those soldier boys
lining up to be grocery clerks, and that’s what I decid-
ed to be.”*

Wartime advertising helped steer women
back to “women’s jobs.” One ad pictured a factory
woman’s ID badge alongside the words, “When it
.. What then . . . Stay home . . .
do nothing? . . . Like our fighting men you’ve earned

becomes a souvenir. .

the right to choose work you enjoy. . . .” And then
this ad for Smith-Corona got to the point: “A surpris-
ing number of war workers are going to learn to

type.

"y

Women reacted to displacement in a
variety of ways. Some, like Charlcia Neuman, wel-

g3 on

When the Gl Bill offered vet-
erans a college education, an
advantage not open to most
women, Gls flocked to col-
leges and universities. (CHS
Briol Photograph Collection)
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comed it, or like Tina Hill and Marye Stumph accept-
ed it as inevitable. “Women do not expect or want to
hold jobs at the expense of returning soldiers,”
declared the Women’s Trade Union League. Women
overwhelmingly supported veterans’ claims to jobs
based on seniority awarded for the years of their
wartime service.™

But when management violated women’s
seniority rights and hired nonveterans, some women
protested bitterly. “[W]omen didn’t stop eating when
the war stopped,” declared women who worked at a
Ford plant in Memphis. Another woman complained,
“[W]e have women laid off with seniority . . . and
every day they hire in new men off the street. They
hire men, they say, to do the heavy work. . . . During
the war they didn’t care what kind of work we did.”
When Ford laid off women with as many as twenty-
seven years of seniority, 150 women picketed with
signs that read, “The Hand That Rocks the Cradle
Can Build Tractors, Too.” A worker enraged by her
union’s failure to protect women'’s seniority rights
told a reporter, “We are making the bullets now, and

Both female and male veter-
ans took advantage of the Gl
bill but the vast majority of
student veterans were male.
(CHS Briol Photograph
Collection)

Queen City Heritage

we will give the [union executive] board members a
blast that will blow them out of their shoes.”*

Despite these pockets of resistance,
women overall failed to hold onto their wartime
gains. Yet the war did set in motion changes that
would increase substantially women’s economic
opportunities a couple of decades later. Women's
labor force participation began to rise again after the
initial postwar decline, and by 1950, it had reached
the wartime peak. The war had promoted greater
acceptance of work outside the home for married
women, and in the postwar period, married women
entered paid employment in growing numbers. By
1950 one-fourth of all married women worked outside
the home, and they constituted more than half of all
female workers. Before the war, black and working-
class wives were the most likely to earn wages. But in
the postwar years, white women from middle-income
families provided the fastest growing segment of the
female labor force.

Their wartime experiences changed
women’s views of themselves. Discovering the ability
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to do what had always been considered “men’s work”
increased women’s self-confidence and instilled a
taste for challenges. A shipyard electrician, Pat
Koehler, said, “It was a breakthrough because we
knew we could do things.” Another shipbuilder,
Kathryn Blair, realized “from that experience that I
could always manage.”*

The sheer need for womanpower con-
tributed to greater sensitivity about discrimination.
Moreover, the entrance of large numbers of women
into unions gave them an institutional structure in
which to push for economic justice. The war also
energized middle-class advocates for women'’s rights.
Consequently, with the notorious exception of
Japanese American women, whose fundamental rights
were stripped away, most women enjoyed modest
gains in their status under the law.

Women’s organizations mounted suc-
cessful campaigns in thirteen states to make women
eligible for jury service, leaving just eight states {in
the South and Southwest] that still denied women
that right. A state judge in North Carolina directly
linked women’s wartime activities to changing atti-
tudes about their rights. Commenting on the state’s
law excluding women from jury service, he declared,
“The disqualification of sex is outmoded. Women are
in the Army, Navy and Marine Corps. They work in
factories, shops. ... “*

Middle-class women’s organizations
joined coalitions with labor unions, and they secured
equal pay for equal work laws in sixteen states by
1956. Efforts for a federal law failed, but the wartime
activity and success in the states helped to keep the
issue of equal pay alive until Congress finally passed a
national equal pay law in 1963.>

The war also prompted a small group of
feminists to press harder for an equal rights amend-
ment to the Constitution, which they had first pro-
posed in 1923. Congress considered the amendment
for the first time, and in 1946, a majority of the Senate
voted for the ERA. Although the vote fell short of the
required two-thirds majority, the fact that the ERA
went that far encouraged supporters to continue their
efforts. They kept the Equal Rights Amendment alive
to become the single most important rallying point of
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the revived feminist movement of the 1960s and
19708.*

The area of higher education provides a
final example of short-term reversal in women’s
opportunities and long-term change. The war expand-
ed women’s access to colleges and universities. To
compensate for declining enrollments as young men
entered the military, colleges and universities admit-
ted women for the first time or increased the quotas
allotted to them. At the peak of the war, women con-
stituted about half the enrollments — up from about
forty percent in 1940.*

In terms of absolute numbers, female
enrollments in higher education grew after the war,
but they declined relative to those of men. In fact, by
1950, women’s share of undergraduate degrees was
lower than it had been before the war. At the start of
the decade, women received forty-one percent of all
baccalaureate degrees. By 1950 they accounted for just
twenty-four percent of all graduates, and their share of
post-graduate degrees likewise declined.”

The major reason for this slump in
women’s educational attainment relative to that of
men was the Serviceman’s Readjustment Act of 1944,
the so-called GI Bill of Rights, which provided funds
for tuition and support to any qualified veteran. As
they were discharged from the military, veterans
inundated college campuses so that at their peak
enrollment in 1947, veterans constituted nearly one-
half of the 2.3 million college students.*

Female as well as male veterans took
advantage of the GI Bill, but the vast majority of stu-
dent-veterans were men. Most women not only failed
to benefit from government subsidies, but they also
found it difficult to gain admission to crowded col-
leges that gave preference to veterans. For example,
the percentage of women among Cornell University
students dropped from more than fifty percent during
the war to just twenty percent in 1946. As World War
IT veterans completed their education, women’s share
of college degrees rose, but even by 1960, women
claimed just one-third of all degrees, still less than
their share in 1940.%

The GI Bill helped stimulate the great
postwar expansion of higher education that we have
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come to call the democratization of higher education,
and this eventually benefited women. Although they
lagged behind men, in absolute numbers women’s col-
lege enrollments increased markedly every decade,
including the 1940s. College education expanded
women’s skills and aspirations, made them less will-
ing to accept limitations on what they could do, and
increased their openness to feminist ideas. College-
educated women played central roles in the resur-
gence of feminism in the 1960s.*

Throughout the World War 11 era, the
continuity of women’s lives was more striking than
the changes that occurred. The need for women’s con-
tributions to the war effort did promote increasing
rights and public opportunities for women and it ener-
gized advocates of women’s rights, but two counter-
vailing forces were even more powerful. The first was
simply the power of traditional attitudes and historic
arrangements that assigned women to the caretaking
of the family and defined women primarily by their
domestic roles as wives and mothers. The demands of
war were simply not great enough to challenge these
conventions.

The second powerful countervailing
force was the eternal tendency of war to elevate men'’s
status and value. In wartime, the battlefront — the
domain of men — always took economic and ideologi-
cal precedence. The war reinforced assumptions of
male superiority, because it was men who directly
confronted the enemy and were most responsible for
the nation’s survival. War put a premium on men’s
lives, increased their prestige, cast them in heroic
roles, and gave them advantages, such as a college
education, not available to most women.

Yet the war did open to women some
doors that were not completely closed when peace
came. Women who stayed in the labor force, particu-
larly those organized in labor unions, formed a critical
link between women’s wartime experiences and the
resurgence of feminism in the r96os. World War II's
greatest impact on women’s status and opportunities
was in sowing the seeds of change: a growing accep-
tance of work outside the home for married women;
increased attention to sex discrimination in the work-
place; the great expansion of higher education that at
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first put women at a disadvantage in relation to men
but eventually provided a spark to feminism, and the
shot in the arm that the war gave to the small and
struggling women’s rights movement. All of these
changes would eventually work a deeper transforma-
tion in women’s consciousness, ambitions, and oppor-
tunities in the 1960s and beyond.
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