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Women in the Workplace During WWII 
	
	Before World War Two started, the American economy was still recovering from the devastation that the Great Depression had left. In 1940, the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) was about 1.27 trillion dollars and after the war was over the GDP was around 2.22 trillion.[footnoteRef:1] This growth was due to the astonishing number of jobs and products that were created from the war, and women had a huge role in that growth. By 1945, around fifty million men ages eighteen to forty-five were registered for the draft and approximately ten million of those men had joined the U.S. armed forces. [footnoteRef:2] The men who left to fight in the war left a huge gap in the U.S.’s labor force. Because of the war, the U.S. needed to produce large amounts of war-related products such as planes, guns, ammunition, tanks, and military uniforms. The people who filled this void were women.  [1:  multpl.com, "US Real GdP by Year." Accessed November 24, 2013. http://www.multpl.com/us-gdp-inflation-adjusted/table. 
]  [2:  National World War II Museum, "Take a Closer Look at the Draft." Accessed November 24, 2013. http://www.nationalww2museum.org/learn/education/for-students/ww2-history/take-a-closer-look/draft-registration-documents.html.
] 

	Before WWII, women, in general, were viewed not as productive members of society, but rather, housewives whose main role was to raise the children. The typical role of men was to be the head of the household, which generally meant that men were the only ones who were employed, and women were not. During WWII, the roles of women in the workplace changed dramatically, thanks to the gap that men left (to become soldiers) when the U.S. entered the war. The job market was completely reversed during this time, with women taking over jobs typically held by men. Many of the jobs that women took over were geared toward the wartime effort, like riveting, welding, and engine maintenance and repair. Although most of the women who did go to work during this time worked in factory jobs, many women worked for the military in the government and as nurses.  Women had always been in the workplace, but because of the war, thousands more women entered the workplace. With women entering the male workplace, the role that women had traditionally held changed dramatically. The schema of a conventional household also changed with this influx of women into the workplace. Because the men were gone, many women had to take on the role of both the breadwinner and the primary caretaker for their families. Most of these women adopted a new attitude and a “can-do” spirit. The government put out many advertisements or pieces of propaganda that called for the women of the U.S. to help the war effort by taking over the jobs previously held by males. During WWII, women not only took on jobs as private citizens, but they also served with the Armed Services. Women, in the workforce and in the home, played a vital role in the U.S.’s involvement and eventual victory during WWII; they proved themselves to be just as effective at doing labor-intensive jobs as men and at keeping the country running while many of the men were in the armed forces. 
Before the war, women were in the workforce, but not to the extent that was present during WWII. Most of the women who worked outside of the home were of a lower class and many of those were minorities. During the Great Depression a common view was that women, especially in middle class or higher, should not work because that was seen as a man’s job and that they were taking over the jobs of unemployed men.[footnoteRef:3] According to the 1940 census, there were about 131,669,275 people living in the U.S.[footnoteRef:4] The number of women working grew drastically from about 14.6 million during 1941 to around 19.4 million during 1944.[footnoteRef:5] The percentage of women working increased from 27 percent to 37 percent between 1940 and 1945. Because the U.S. entered the war so fast, the number of available jobs ballooned. With President Roosevelt’s proposal in 1940 of building 50,000 planes a year, jobs, such as building aircraft, became readily available almost overnight.[footnoteRef:6] Women took jobs in all kinds of fields including jobs as civilians and as many as 350,000 women served in the armed forces demonstrating just how effective they could be in helping the war. [footnoteRef:7]   [3:  Aja , Sorensen. Rosie the Riveter/World War II National Homefront National Historical Park, "Rosie the Riveter: Women Working During World War II." Accessed November 24, 2013. http://www.nps.gov/pwro/collection/website/rosie.htm.]  [4:  National Archives , "1940 Census; Frequently Asked Questions ." Accessed November 24, 2013. http://1940census.archives.gov/faq/. 
]  [5:  Nebraskastudies.org, "Arsenal for Democracy; The Martin Bomber Plant: Women in the Workforce." Accessed November 24, 2013. http://www.nebraskastudies.org/0800/frameset_reset.html?http://www.nebraskastudies.org/0800/stories/0801_0135.html.
]  [6: National World War II Museum, "Take a Closer Look at the Draft."
]  [7:  History.com, "American Women in WWII." Accessed November 24, 2013. http://www.history.com/topics/american-women-in-world-war-ii.] 

At the beginning of the war, women didn’t quite jump at the new job opportunities, so the government used different campaigns to spark their interest in working. A huge piece of propaganda that the U.S used in getting women to work was “Rosie the Riveter.” Rosie, based loosely on a real life munitions worker, was “the ideal woman worker: loyal, efficient, patriotic, and pretty.” Famous American artist Norman Rockwell created an image of Rosie for the May 29, 1943 edition of the Saturday Evening Post. This image was the first picture of female workers to be widely published. Along with many pictorial representations of Rosie, the song “Rosie the Riveter” came out in 1942 and became very popular. Finally, just a few months after Rockwell’s famous portrait of Rosie was published, the government issued their version of the woman, with the slogan “We Can Do It.”[footnoteRef:8] Different interpretations of Rosie popped up all around the U.S. and the image could be considered to be the female equivalent to Uncle Sam, calling upon women to do the right thing and join the labor force. Rosie is a symbol of hardworking women who can do a man’s job just as well as anyone. She represents thousands of women who answered the call to help their country which, in turn, led to the U.S.’s victory in the war. Without women like Rosie, the U.S. physically would not have been able to produce the amount of goods and equipment needed for the war.  [8:  Sorensen, Rosie] 

 	Another piece of propaganda that the government used was a film called “Manpower” created in 1943. This film shows the different industries and jobs that that were being created during the war. It looks at how factories and companies had to hire millions of women in response to the labor shortage. According to the film, women “discovered that factory work was no more difficult than housework” and that “employers [found] that women can do many jobs as well as men, some jobs better.”  It also says that women undertook all kinds of jobs, including “every form of shop work” and “even invading such fields as welding, hitherto, a job reserved for men.”[footnoteRef:9] The film has many clips of women working on engines, bolting together frames of planes and making other industrial products and makes the claim that “by the end of 1943, one out of every three women will be at work.”[footnoteRef:10] This film is one of many that describes how important women were to the country and to the war. Without their certain housework skills, many jobs would not have been able to have been done as fast and as well as women did them. Along with their housework skills, just the shear number of women that went to work accelerated the production of just about every war time product, which gave the U.S. huge advances in the war.    [9:  "Manpower," film strip, http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eKrHfTGWxQ4.
]  [10: "Manpower”

] 

Along with posters and films, the government also used pamphlets and flyers to illustrate the importance of women going to work. A great example of this is a pamphlet that was issued by the War Manpower Commission in Mobile, urgently calling for women to go to work for their country and help stop Hitler. The four-page pamphlet directly states that “Hitler will not come if women help to build ships, more ships to transport our men, tanks, planes, and munitions to the battle lines on other continents.” According to this flyer, without women working for the U.S., Hitler and Communism will not be stopped and will eventually come to the U.S. It says that the “manpower has been practically exhausted” and that now is the time for “womanpower.” It makes a point to mention that “there are idle jobs in the shipyards which [women] can fill,” and that “there jobs in stores, offices, transportations, restaurants, [and] hospitals in which [women] can render essential war service.”[footnoteRef:11] This pamphlet goes on to say how important it is for women go to work immediately and how women across the country are proving “their efficiency in war work” and “are doing work which many believed could be done only by men.” [footnoteRef:12]  With the issuance of many pieces of propaganda, the government understood the importance of having women go to work and how their role would help the U.S win the war. It also shows how women are doing their part, just like the men fighting, by working and how many women across the country are doing essential work. [11:  If Hitler Came to Mobile. War Manpower Commission United States Employment Service. Mobile. Online. 1-4. http://www.archives.gov/atlanta/education/resources-by-state/images/wwii-flyer.pdf. November 24, 2013 
]  [12:   If Hitler Came to Mobile. 
] 

Over half of the women who first responded to work were women who were either minorities or lower class, most of whom were already in a job. They took these new jobs because of the higher pay. But, because of the huge gap that men left in the workplace, even more women were needed take on jobs, so many businesses and companies recruited young girls right out of high school or a few years in college.[footnoteRef:13] One such young woman who was subject to this immediate recruitment into the workplace was Catherine Ott of East Greenwich, Rhode Island. In an interview by her granddaughter, Catherine recalls her involvement in the workplace after the Pearl Harbor attack and her eventual involvement in the war. She tells of how she was recruited to work for the Curtis Wright airplane factory and how she was sent to the Renssalaer Polytechnical Institute in Troy, New York to learn skills she would need to work. While in school for a year in New York, she learned “the essentials: machine design, drafting, calculus integration, electricity, and airplane engine.” She eventually went to work at the propeller plant in Caldwell, New Jersey, where she worked as an engineers’ assistant in the experiment lab. In addition to working as a civilian, Catherine also enlisted into the Women’s Army Corps and went to Fort Oglethorpe for basic training. After training, she went to Camp Atterbury in Indiana and worked at the hospital there tending after wounded soldiers. [footnoteRef:14] Catherine is just one example out of thousands who helped prove that women could do the job of men. Many women like Catherine took up jobs that required a lot of physical and mental labor and without women like Catherine, technical problems such as figuring out why a propeller on a plane was wearing out too fast or taking care of amputated soldiers would not have been done.  [13:  Sorensen, Rosie]  [14:  Ott Catherine , (Lived Through WWII), interview by Tara Melish, "A Young Girl Joins the Army," What Did You Do in the War Grandma?, Record, 1995, November 24, 2013, http://www.stg.brown.edu/projects/WWII_Women/YoungGirl.html.] 

	Just like Catherine, many women found themselves wanting to help out the war effort in other ways and they did by joining the armed forces. In 1942, at the urging of First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt, Congress created the Women’s Auxiliary Army Corps, which later became known as the Women’s Army Corps or the WAC. By 1945, there were over 100,000 women in the WAC and around 6,000 women officers. Women were involved in every aspect of the military including the Navy and Air Force and many women’s military groups sprouted up at this time. Although not granted official military status until 1977, one such group that was created during the war was the WASPs or the Women’s Airforce Service Pilots. This group was comprised of women who had already procured their pilot’s license before the war and who became the first women to fly U.S. aircraft for the military. Their jobs were to carry shipments of cargo from factories to military bases. They also “participated in simulation strafing and target missions, accumulating more than 60 million miles in flight distances and freeing thousands of male U.S. pilots for active duty…”[footnoteRef:15] Over 1,000 women served in WASP and 38 of them were killed during the war. In 2010, WASP was given the Congressional Medal of Honor. [footnoteRef:16] These brave women, along with 350,000 others who entered into the armed forces gave up their time, talents and lives to serve the U.S. Many of them did the same dangerous jobs that men did and without them, the U.S. military would not have been able to operate as smoothly and effectively as it did.   [15:  History.com, "American Women in WWII."]  [16:  History.com, "American Women in WWII."] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Because of the large void that men left in the U.S. when they left for war, millions of women stepped up and essentially kept the country running and eventually helped the economy boom by going to work. They did all sorts of jobs, many of them dangerous and labor intensive like welding, riveting, and other factory work and many of them put their lives on the line fighting in the armed forces. They answered the call of their country in a time of need and overcame many obstacles, like taking on difficult jobs while raising a family, and proving they could do many jobs just as well as men could. They showed the world that women were needed to win WWII.  
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