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Partners in Winning the War


After Pearl Harbor was attacked on December 7, 1941, the United States officially joined the war already in progress against Japan, Germany, and Italy.
 Not only did the war increase the supplies for battle, but it also increased the need for recruitment of men into the armed forces. Now that the men were being deported to fight in the war, job vacancies skyrocketed and propaganda campaigns began for women to take on roles the men formally held. Americans thought they were prepared for the most part, but no one could ever imagined the outcome of Peal Harbor to be as life changing as it was. The roles of women have always been similar in our country’s history, they are said to be rigid gender roles. Women were strictly stay at home mothers that were responsible for the house duties such as cooking, cleaning, and to take care of their children while the men went out to work and brought home the family income. Once the men were gone, the status of the woman immediately changed and the social change affected gender role definitions. 
 


Soon after the war started, the militaries knew they heavily needed to rely on women to take on jobs the men had to leave behind. General Eisenhower let the world know that the military needed and could use all the help it can get. 
 Each military branch reestablished organizations specifically for women, using different propaganda posters to persuade the women to join. More than 275,000 women served in the WAC’s of the Army, the Navy WAVES, the Air Force WASP’s, Coast Guard SPAR’s (from the Coast Guard Motto Semper Paratus), and the proud Marine WR’s (Women’s Reserve).
 These organizations were meant to be seen as organized and powerful groups of women that wanted just as much respect from people, especially their male counterparts, and to make a difference in the war. Up until this point, nursing was the only job women were allowed to do in the United States Army and Navy. 
 The WACs (Women’s Axillary Corps) were used as an axillary unit for the United States Army, meaning no ranks within the women were used and the pay was less even though they were much involved in going to training centers, army posts, special schools, and airbases to all parts of the United States.
 Wherever the American Army went, the WACs followed. As one can see in figure one in appendix, the propaganda posters for the WAC organization and showed that the women soldiers were just as significant as the male soldiers.
 According to a 1947 article in the New York Times, the personnel of WAC made up about two percent of the Army.
 Lieutenant Col. Mary L. Milligan stated in the article that not only did women help win the war, they also gained the responsibility of helping maintain peace.
 WAC was one of many organizations, another significant group were the Women Accepted for Voluntary Emergency Service (WAVES) was a branch that the U.S. Navy established in July 1942.
 The benefits that the WAVES women received, as well as the Coast Guard and Marines branches, was the ability to have the same rank as the males and basic pay as regular Navy Personnel.
 


The WASP (Women Air Force Service Pilots) program of the Air Force brought a new breed of women to military forces. Images of these women show how powerful they could be and posters with the faces of the current pilots. The women appeared confident and strong walking alongside each other dressed in uniform, as shown in figure two in the appendix.
 These women flew aircrafts to different locations within the country. Their main purpose was to fly cargo and top-secret weapons as well as test pilots for the aircrafts the men used to drop bombs and bring supplies to the front.
 By the end of the war, thousands of women had been part of successful efforts to improve military actions. Many of the women found their military experience to be such a big part in their lives and enjoyed serving their country along with all the other women that were alongside them during those years. Not only did they make a difference while the men were away, but they also challenged the men’s view on women’s roles during the World War II era. The women believed “it gave them a broader perspective, made them more independent, and provided them with rewarding memories and lifelong friends.”
 


Military jobs were not the only opportunities for women to get involved in the changing of traditional roles. During the war years, the need for women in America’s workforce opened opportunities in male dominated work sites like factories, shipyards, and steel mills.
 Since women were discouraged to work outside of their home during the Great Depression years in the 1930s, it was difficult to find women to take on the hard labor jobs. Just like the military posters, these posters were designed to show women that it was okay to branch out and take on new tasks that had better pay. While waitresses averaged $14 a week, women in the shipyards would average to about $37 a week.
 Once they saw that it was not as bad they thought it would be, images like Rosie the Riveter spread throughout industrial locations. The figure of Rosie became the face of American women and still today is an iconic image in women’s rights that was portrayed as loyal, efficient, patriotic, compliant, and most of all pretty.
 When the government wanted to convey certain messages to women, they used magazines as a way into their heads. They pushed for pictures in support of the war effort and focused on articles to show how women coped with their sacrifices during wartime since they had to play the roles of both the mother and the father while their husbands were away.
 Single women were the main group under pressure to take on factory jobs.
 This was not like anything women have ever done. They were never exposed to industrial jobs like the ones they were being recruited for. In the propaganda image, it shows a Rosie look a like, using a power drill and the caption below it read, “Do the job HE left behind.”
 This phrase was used as motivation to the young women that were capable of the same success the men had. The women who did not attend college right after high school usually got married and started a family right away. Since the single women did not have anyone else to take care of, they were the targets for these jobs. It was encouraged to even put off college in order to work.
 Recruiting housewives was more of a process because of the husbands that never really gave them a choice when it came to jobs.
 Their participation in the work force was crucial in winning the war, but it also elevated questions about the nation’s values of women in addition to male-female relationships.


Some men were still bitter about the fact that women were doing their previous jobs and did not want them to experience too much freedom. The men’s plans to keep the women’s confidence at a minimum were to discourage them as much as they could and harass them.
 White females were not the only ones feeling the harassment of the men, different races were also taking the criticism hard. Black women were turned away when they showed interest in taking the jobs left by the men.
 They did, however, manage to find jobs in agencies in the War Department but not clerical jobs in the Post Office, Treasury, and Justice departments, those jobs still remained 98 percent white.
 In the military, only the Army Corps accepted black women but they still could not serve alongside white women.
 The WASP organization never admitted black women into its ranks, although many did apply and were good contenders for the job.
 


When race was not an issue, the mindset that all women wanted was sex and the idea of prostitutes invaded the minds of soldiers because of the spread of syphilis at the time. In figure three of the appendix, the propaganda poster is an example of the government degrading women in addition to the men in the military.
 Most of the women’s sexuality is either told from a male point of view or from an official government view.
 Women were seen as the cause of venereal disease because of their infidelity.
 Prostitutes were many times compared to animals and could not expect any rights or freedom that any other citizen had. These were referred to as the wrong kind of woman, displayed on many posters warning military men to stay away from those ‘good time girls.’
 The double standard for women when it came to sexuality was the most blatant of all the double standards during World War II.


The story every woman holds is what determines their views and their experiences of World War II. There are many that have mixed emotions about their participation, some still believe it was a great time in their life, while others don’t cling much to their hardships through the war. Women’s postwar reactions were shaped in their personal experiences during their time in the labor force.
 Wartime created many changes in American society. 


After the war ended, most women went back to their old lives and their traditional roles in society. An article from the New York times published in 1946 titled ‘What’s Become of Rosie the Riveter?’ summarizes the decrease of production from women after the men returned home.
  After all the struggle they went through, the men came back and took control over what they assumed was theirs in regards to their jobs and positions. Why did women go back to the way things were? Much of the labor force occurred before women were hired, women suffered from job discontinuity, and many lacked the seniority to keep their jobs at the time of cutbacks once the men returned from the war.
 In addition, Americans continued on to believe that women could always be dispossessed of their jobs since they only obtained them for a certain amount of time while their husbands still believed that they did not need to work.
 Hearing the negativity towards their labor also made them feel self conscious about themselves and no longer feeling feminine.
 Women were always accepting less and they never really thought about receiving benefits from their duties. Those women do not even consider themselves veterans. Their idea of a veteran is defined as being actively involved in combat, which they did not exactly do but their service to the country and their fellow Americans can be considered very significant in the making of our country’s history. From a research project mentioned in Paula Poulos book A Woman’s War too, a significant number of women could have improved their health if they took advantage of their federal benefits, but since many of them did not consider themselves to be much part of the war they went on thinking their actions had no significance. Their struggles were nothing compared to the bloody warfare their male counterparts had faced.
 In reality, they had every right to be proud of their accomplishments during the war. They had a primary role in shaping society. 


This evidence suggests that women during the World War II era came a long way in determining their role during the war. There was a steady progress that shows the progression of women’s work during this time. They went from being housewives that only knew how to take care of a family, to military women and replicas of Rosie the Riveter. They left their comfort zones to make a difference in our country. Small things, the less dramatic changes in the world, were sometimes the most revolutionary.
 The training and sacrifice they did paid off at the end when the world took notice that they could do a man’s job just fine and that they were perfectly capable of it. They were willing to risk their lives for their country while accepting a non- traditional role. After war, their roles returned to a traditional stand for the most part, but they proved what it can mean to be an American woman. 
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