
What was the position of women by 
the early 1960s? 

L/O – To identify how women were viewed in society and to 
establish the reasons why the women’s movement emerged 



Position of Women Pre-WW2 

• Before WW2, American women had a 
traditional role as wives and mothers. 
There were few career opportunities 
except in typically ‘female’ professions 
such as teaching, nursing or 
secretarial work. 
 

• The 1920s had seen progress for 
women as women began to wear 
more daring clothes, some smoked 
and drunk with men and even kissed 
in public! 
 

• In 1921, women over 20 were given 
the vote. 



The Effect of the War 1941-1945 
• In 1941, women made a huge 

contribution to the war effort working 
in typically male jobs. 
 

• Women in employment rose from 12 
million in 1940 to 18.5 million in 
1945. 
 

• 300,000 served in the armed forces. 
 

• 1940 – Women make up 19% of 
workforce 
 

• 1950 – Women make up 28.8% of 
workforce 



Lack of Progress after the War 
• However there was still a lack of 

progress: 

1. Majority of women willingly 
gave up their jobs after the war 
and returned to traditional roles. 

2. Women were excluded from the 
top well-paid jobs. 

3. Women, on average, earned 50-
60 per cent of the wage that men 
earned. 

4. Women could be dismissed from 
their job when they married. 



Position of Women post-WW2 
• After the war, the media 

encouraged women to return to 
their traditional family roles. 

 

• Women who went out to work 
instead of getting married were 
treated with great suspicion by 
the rest of society. 

 

• One book, Modern Women: the 
lost Sex, even blamed the social 
problems of the 1950s on career 
women! 



Position of Women post-WW2 



Position of Women post-WW2  
 

“Whether you are a man or woman, the 
family is the unit to which you most 

genuinely belong. The family is the centre 
of your living. If it isn’t, you’ve gone 

astray.” 

 
Source B: From The Woman’s Guide to Better 

Living, written in the 1950s 



Position of Women post-WW2  
 

Reynolds: The theatre’s all right, but its only temporary. 
 

Sinatra: Are you thinking of something else? 
 

Reynolds: Marriage, I hope. A career is just fine, but it’s no 
substitute for marriage. Don’t you think a man is just the 

most important thing in the world? A woman isn’t a 
woman until she’s been married and had children. 

 
Source C: From the 1955 film The Tender Trap – a conversation 

between two of the leading characters in the film, Debbie Reynolds 
and Frank Sinatra 


