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PREFACE TO THE PAPERBACK EDITION

Since the publication of the first edition of Women Workers in the
Second World War, interest in the impact of the war on women has
grown. Thames TV/Channel 4 devoted an episode of ‘People’s War’
to women and gave the issue a high profile in the other programmes in
the series, and numerous local history and oral history groups have set
about collecting women’s personal reminiscences of wartime.' Two
collections of essays concerned with the question of the nature of the
social changes which the war promoted have been published: Harold
Smith’s War and Social Change and Arthur Marwick’s Total War and
Social Change.? In both, the impact of the Second World War on
British women is discussed. Smith argues that wartime change was
superficial and temporary and that in 1945 women wanted to get back
to how things were in the 1930s, to which my reply in Marwick’s
volume was that, although there was no revolution in women’s status
overall, particular groups of women did experience changes, though
not necessarily improvements, in their position. For example older and
married women’s participation rates in paid employment rose during
the war and were sustained afterwards, largely through the expansion
of part-time work as a consequence of experimentation with it during
the war, as a way of meeting the labour shortage. And as far as
personal change was concerned, there is inescapable evidence in auto-
biographical testimony that numerous women felt that their lives had
been transformed during the war, even if things went ‘back to normal’
afterwards.

The latter point has led to further questions of two sorts. One is to
inquire more closely into the impact of the 1939-45 war on women’s
personal lives and how it compared with women’s experiences during
the First World War, only 25 years earlier. These are the themes of
Out of the Cage written jointly by myself and Gail Braybon.” We
constructed our comparative analysis from as many personal accounts
as we could find, seeking answers from them to questions concerning
the changes wrought by the war in the workplace, at home, in patterns
of courtship and marriage, and in women’s health. The other area of
inquiry concerns what women learned from the Second World War, in
three senses. Firstly, were new types of education and training avail-
able to women during the war, and if there were changes in them, were
they permanent? Secondly, if women learned new skills, how useful
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viii  Preface

were they to them? Did they fit them on a long-term basis for types of
work they would not have been able to do before the war, or were they
simply acquired ‘for the duration’ and never used again? Thirdly,
many women recall the disruption of war vividly, including leaving
home, mixing with new types of people in unfamiliar environments,
being in danger and managing seemingly impossible combinations of
tasks. What did this teach women about themselves as women? Did it
reinforce age-old expectations, or did it release women with new and
different views as to their potential into the post-war world of the
forties and fifties?

These questions indicate that, in spite of the growing number of
books and articles, interesting and important aspects of the
relationship between women, war, and social change have yet to be
explored. This is the place to raise rather than answer such questions.*
But it is perhaps not arrogant to suggest that Women Workers in the
Second World War, like Gail Braybon’s equivalent volume on the First
World War’ which is also being published in a new paperback edition,
provides an essential base from which such excursions can take place.
As one of its reviewers argued,® Women Workers in the Second World
War is the first book to set out the basic questions concerning the
possible ways the Second World War may have altered women’s posi-
tion in society, in terms of capitalist and patriarchal relations, and to
investigate the role that official policy played in stimulating or retard-
ing such changes. It also broke new ground methodologically in seek-
ing to explore not only the tensions among officials, but also the
responses of women themselves to official policy, through sources such
as the diverse materials of the Mass-Observation Archive and the
more narrowly focused data collected by the Central Office of Infor-
mation’s Wartime Social Survey.

This book takes as its subject matter wartime policies in the areas of
mobilisation for war work, child care, shopping, working hours, and
‘dilution’ at work. The analysis developed here suggests possible
approaches to some of the questions raised above about what women
learned from the war. Firstly, it is likely that there was conflict among
policy makers and others in a position to influence the way women
were deployed at work, about how far changes in education and train-
ing should go, and about the degrees of skill which women should
acquire. Secondly, policy makers with an interest in perpetuating the
conventional distribution of opportunities between the sexes are likely
to have pressed for change to be as superficial and temporary as was
compatible with meeting the emergency. Others are likely to have seen
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economic advantages in deeper or more lasting change, though the
permanence of any change is likely to have depended on circumstan-
tial expedience rather than commitment to a reduction of the grip of
patriarchal structures on society. Research will put these ideas to the
test. My feeling about this second edition” however, is that though
much new work has been done and much remains to be done, Women
Workers in the Second World War provides both a theoretical frame-
work and substantive analysis from which future research may launch
itself into new areas.
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1 INTRODUCTION

Women, war and social change have been subjects of interest and
debate since the 1960s. Betty Friedan and, later, Juliet Mitchell argued
that women’s lives were profoundly changed for the better during the
Second World War, because of the need for women’s labour and the
readiness of the state to intervene to release them from their homes for
war work. After the war, they claimed, in both the United States and
the United Kingdom, the reverse occurred. Women were not wanted in
the labour force, state provisions were removed and a cultural offensive
was launched to return women to domesticity.' Arthur Marwick argued
against such views that some changes in women’s experiences during
the war have been exaggerated. He pointed for example to enduring
ways in which femininity was represented and argued that conscription
affected relatively few women. On the other hand, following the
approach of Richard Titmuss in the 1950s, he argued that ‘total’ war
inevitably altered some aspects of women’s lives and that, contrary to
the view that wartime changes were reversed after the war, women were
rewarded for their participation with permanent changes, notably in
terms of state provision for child care, access to men’s jobs and equal
pay. He argued that, above all, women gained in ‘self confidence’, a
difficult proposition to verify historically .

The interpretation developed here differs from those of both
Friedan and Mitchell, and Marwick. In a nutshell, my argument is that,
in spite of challenge and expectation of change during the war, con-
tinuity with pre-war attitudes and practices towards women was
considerable in the areas of both domestic work and paid employment.
In exploring these aspects of women’s lives in wartime I have concen-
trated on state policy. This is both because the earlier debate was con-
ducted in terms of its effects and because before investigating attitudes
towards women during the war more widely I felt a need to clarify the
meaning for women of the extension of the government’s reach into
social life demanded by the Second World War. It was, after all, a con-
flict not just between armies but, as the original expounders of the
concept ‘total war’ put it, between the entire productive capacities and
therefore civilian populations of the protagonists. It rapidly became
apparent that there was not one but a set of policies towards women
and that they could not be treated as ‘background’ separate from other
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2 Introduction

attitudes, but were themselves a vital focus for ideas about women’s
place in social relations. The state was not, as I had assumed, a set of
neutral structures. Wartime ministries were highly active brokers,
mediating between entrenched views about women held in and out of
government and the pressures of the war economy for ever-increasing
numbers of women workers and maximum production. The deals
achieved were enormously important in determining the extent to
which these pressures were allowed to change gender divisions at home
and at work during the war.

The focus of this book is, therefore, the making and implementation
of official policy towards women during the Second World War. The
Ministry of Labour and National Service is prominent, because of all
government ministries it had the greatest responsibility for designing
and implementing policies for the mobilisation of women. It is of
course important to understand the context in which the MOL was
working, so Chapter 2 outlines the history of women in the period
before the war, concentrating on women’s varied experiences in paid
employment and in the home. The MOL met considerable problems in
trying to move women from one type of job, whether in or out of the
home, to another which counted as ‘war work’. Chapter 3 looks at
these difficulties and at the efforts of the MOL to reconcile mobilisa-
tion with conventional expectations about women’s roles in the context
of evidence about women’s own attitudes to being mobilised.

Its experiences during the year 1940/41 forced upon the MOL the
understanding that mobilisation could not be accomplished without
taking account of the real work done by women in the home and it
looked to other government ministries and outside interest groups to
co-operate in the development of policies which would relieve women
of all or some of this work. This process of negotiation, and the experi-
ments which accompanied it, made public a conventionally private
area. But the strength of the expectation that the domestic was a
private zone was reflected in the great hesitation of government minis-
tries and of groups like local authorities, retailers and industrial em-
ployers over assuming responsibility for any domestic activity. Thus the
Ministry of Health and its local officers had very definite ideas about
the limitations of their role in child care and about the correct place in
it of the mother and the home and the Ministry of Food was more con-
cerned to protect the interests of retailers than to promote the relief of
the work of shopping. Industrial employers too were loath to involve
themselves in domestic work of any sort and were wary even of chang-
ing the hours of work required of their workers to accommodate the
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time demanded by domestic work. Chapters 4, 5 and 6 examine the
interplay between the assumptions of these groups about domestic
work and the need to mobilise women and to sustain their productivity
at work, in the three areas of child care, shopping and the hours of
work.

In all three, principles were established which could have led to pro-
found changes. Child care could have been transformed by the principle
of collective responsibility embodied in wartime nurseries. Shopping
and cooking could have been altered by new retailing practices in which
the shop did the work for its ‘members’ and by the provision made by
employers and local authorities for collective feeding. The gender
identity of domestic work could have been changed by the recognition
of the socially necessary labour demanded by the home, embodied in
new ways of arranging working hours for men as well as women in in-
dustry. But although the logic of mobilisation of women for war
pointed towards these goals, the steps actually taken contained no more
than the seeds of change. The strength of conventional expectations
within the government ministries concerned and among groups outside,
including some women themselves, was such that change in every area
of domestic responsibility was heavily constrained, in spite of interven-
tions from those who saw change as desirable.

Finally, just as mobilisation put ‘at risk’ the gender division em-
bodied in domestic work, so it created potential for change in the
sexual division of labour within industrial work. Chapter 7 investigates
the policy of ‘dilution’ of male by female labour, which was orches-
trated by the MOL, though conducted by employers and trade union-
ists. The purpose of dilution was to promote the absorption of women
into the industrial structure and the release of men into the armed
forces. It could have broken down the division of ‘men’s’ from
‘women’s’ work, and the differentials in pay and status between them.
In fact its implementation put into sharp focus the question of the
desirable place of women in the workforce from the points of view of
employers and male workers. The conflict arising from it demonstrates
the tenacity with which industrial employers held on to the idea of
the inferiority of women as a weapon which could be used against
both men and women workers in order to cheapen labour. But this
conflict had another outcome. By the end of the war some male trade
unionist leaders spoke as though they had moved away from adherence
to gender-based interests and understood men and women at work to
have a common interest in job opportunities and equal pay. This would
have been an important shift in trade union thinking but evidence
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about the practice of both the skilled and the general trade unions
towards women throughout the war suggests that it was, like earlier
demands from men for equal pay, a position adopted in order to
protect the male rate and job, in fact underpinned by the conventional
assumption that the two sexes had unequal rights of access to and
remuneration for work.

This then is the shape of the book. Its theme is that the war eco-
nomy placed the government in a position in which it had to make
decisions about changing women’s roles at work and at home. In doing
so government ministries had to work with those groups whose own
practices would be affected by changes in women’s role. They included
local authorities, retailers, industrial employers and trade unionists.
The interests in and assumptions about women’s place in social
relations of each group were ‘flushed out’ by this process, in the sense
that policy-making demanded that they be given overt expression. My
conclusion is that these assumptions were remarkably resilient, to the
extent that they profoundly constrained the provisions made for the
changes demanded by the circumstances of war.

There is currently a debate among Marxists and feminists as to
whether women’s unequal position in society can be explained more
adequately by reference to the structures of capitalism or patriarchy.
Put simply, the analysis of women in capitalism depicts women as
specially exploited workers. Capital requires them to be reproducers
of both children and male labour power within the family and by virtue
of this role they are available as a low paid and casual workforce should
they be required in the labour market.® According to the analysis of
patriarchy women work within the family not primarily for capital but
for men. Under the marriage contract women work without remunera-
tion, for their keep alone. Since the material basis of their existence in
a patriarchal society is unpaid work within the family, marriage and
family work (or the prospect of it) dominate women’s lives, even when
they perform paid work outside the home.*

The Second World War was clearly a time when women were needed
in the labour market. The analysis of women’s place in capitalism
would lead one to expect that alternative arrangements would be made
for domestic work so that women’s entry into paid work could be
facilitated, at least temporarily. The analysis of patriarchy, on the other
hand, suggests that any arrangement which threatened the performance
by women of unpaid work within the family and their dependence
upon marriage, such as collective child care, or alternatives to shopping
and cooking, or equality of hours, pay and opportunities at work,
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would be intolerable to men and would therefore be resisted. What
follows is an interpretation of the history of women in the Second
World War not just as the story of an interplay between the need to
mobilise women and conventional expectations about their roles, but
also as a moment of conflict between two modes of production, capital-
ist and patriarchal, which created considerable tension within the state
since it represented not one side or the other, but both.

The research on which this book is based is of course limited in
various ways. In particular, though concerned with the mobilisation of
women for war, I do not deal with their recruitment for, and work in,
voluntary organisations (e.g. the Women’s Voluntary Service), nor the
women’s military services (the Auxiliary Territorial Service, the
Women’s Auxiliary Air Force and the Women’s Royal Naval Service),
nor the Women’s Land Army, but I concentrate on women in industrial
work. Research into all these areas is important for developing a com-
plete picture of women in the Second World War and is, I hope, in
progress.

A second limitation relates to sources of women’s own reactions to
and perceptions of war and the policies associated with it. Women’s
responses were vital to the development of policy and for this reason
were investigated, interpreted and used by many of the different groups
involved in, or trying to influence, policy-making. The evidence of
women’s own feelings which is used here belongs in the main ‘within
policy’ since most of it comes from these official or semi-official ob-
servers of the wartime lives of women, who all had their own particular
reasons for collecting and interpreting evidence in the way they did.
This was particularly so of the various government ministries con-
cerned, but also applies to bodies surveying public opinion and
behaviour, such as the Wartime Social Survey® and Mass-Observation®
and a motley of individual commentators. There is still great scope for
constructing a history of women in the Second World War from
women’s own accounts of their wartime experiences, using both oral
history and the wealth of wartime diaries and letters in the Mass-
Observation Archive.” Such research would also provide insights into
the mythologising of the war and women’s part in it which has taken
place since 1945.

Finally, official policy provides only one angle of vision on con-
tinuity and change in attitudes to women during the Second World
War. Other possible sites of study include the labour movement, the
feminist movement and the mass media. Some of these have been
developed in other contexts, for instance by Gail Braybon in her



