         Did the war transform the position of women in society?

Middle and upper class women were affected by the war most because they were not used to the idea of going out to work, whereas the working class were already working in the domestic service and textiles. 

Women that began to work during the First World War were older than the average woman previously working and were more likely to be married. Many women benefited socially from working in the war, they were able to learn more skills, speak for themselves and became more aware of their own potential. The war reinforced women’s position in home, their responsibilities as mothers was more demanding during the war, they had to produce their own food rather than buy it and they learnt how to use all resources available.

Male commentators were right in pointing out that the war efforts required the mobilisation of women in the work force, however they understated the level of women’s industrial work in the pre-war period and overstated the change caused by the war. 

The basic relationship between men and women did not change. Women were still expected to act as a child bearer and stay at home.

The position of women in each country involved in the war varied but only slightly, most were treated unfairly and seen as cheap and unskilled. 

 In France the war had little permanent impact, women made up 35 per cent of work force in 1914, which rose to 46 per cent by 1918, but after the war it fell to pre-war levels and then continued to decrease. The only permanent changes were that woman could have a career in more important professions like accountancy, law and medicine, but even in these professions the numbers were still very small. 

There was a difference in pay between men and women, which decreased during the war and after 1917 women were granted at least one day off a week. 

In Russia there was not a mass mobilisation at the beginning of the war until the war costs rose and employers began to employ women – bonus of cheaper labour. Main impact that resulted was that the working class women became desperate not to face defeat; children were abandoned, thief and food rioting became common due to women trying to provide for their families.

In Britain there was a huge increase in the number of working women. However it was mostly the working class women that were in factories, and doing labour work and the middle class women being employed as supervisors. 

The overall attitude towards women at work was that they were cheap, temporary and unskilled. There was a lack of childcare arrangements.

Once the war had ended propaganda was used to get women back into the role of staying at home, they were expected to give up their jobs for the returning soldiers. Women who refused were no longer given benefits. Although the jobs taken away from working class women, middle class women who had professional jobs benefited from the Sex Discrimination Act.

Mary Macarthur led a campaign that showed how women’s wages were less than half of what men were paid and eventually women’s rates were increased in the munitions industry.  

In Germany foreigners or prisoners of war were employed because they could be treated worse than German women and paid less, this meant that there was not a huge increase in the number of women working during the war. 

However the Government did recognise the need for women to provide for their families and set up benefits. Most who did go into work had to give up their jobs once the war had ended. 

The transform of the position of women;

	Before the war
	During the war
	After the war

	· 29% of women worked, mainly in domestic service and textiles.

· Women were expected to run the home, wear ankle length skirts and dresses.

· They were not to go out alone, to drink or smoke.

· Not allowed to vote, or to work as lawyers or in civil service.
	· Gov. encouraged women to take over jobs of the men taking part in war.

· Many areas became open to women that were not before.

· Many volunteered for uniformed services.


· Clothes became more practical – shorter, looser, trousers.

· Could go out alone, drink and smoke.
	· Expected to give up jobs to men returning home.

· “A women’s place is in the home” returned.

· Percentage of women in work fell to pre war levels.

· More women than before worked in offices.

· Shorter skirts became fashionable

· Women went out with men and wore make up in public for first time.


While millions of women were officially in work, many stayed at home during the First World War. There was not a huge transform in the position of women because after the war the majority of women gave up their jobs and went back to working in the home. There were little changes made and even fewer were continued, however these are some that were;

1919 – being female or married was no longer reason to turndown person

1923 - women were given the right to divorce men who had committed adultery

1923/25 - women could hold and dispose of property in same way as men 

1925 - widows and dependent children entitled to pension benefits

1928 – all women over 21 given the vote. 
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