Bay Runner, March 2004
MARCH IS NATIONAL WOMEN’S HISTORY MONTH
BAY RUNNER PROUDLY RECOGNIZES ALL THE
INCREDIBLE WOMEN OF THE WORLD!

Women of the 1940s
We May Never See the Likes of Them Again
By Sue Mayfield-Geiger
With March being National Women’s History month, it’s an appropriate time to focus on a decade when
the strength of women was more noticeable than any other time during the 20th century. It is a time to
remember and honor a breed of ladies who are now great-grandmothers or perhaps no longer with us.
Still recovering from the Depression and deep in the throes of war, women were confronted with
sacrifices beyond their control. Husbands, fathers, brothers and sons were pulling military duty thousands
of miles from home; women were working in factories and running households; their children were doing
without; but, these women did not falter. They carried on with determination and valor, and then, when
it was all over, went forward with proud hearts.
Imagine if you went to the local grocery store today to buy sugar, but could not. How about
coffee, tea, butter; even meat? Canned goods? Clothes? Not available.

What would you do? Could you cope? Make do? Think quick, now. You cannot panic. A lot of
people are depending on you, specifically your family. This was a common occurrence during the
decade of the 1940s. The sugar supply was non-existent because it was being used for making
molasses, which made ethyl alcohol, and alcohol made the powder to fire guns and serve as
torpedo fuel, dynamite, nitro cotton, and other chemicals desperately needed by the American
military. The availability of products such as sugar was very limited, and as a result it was
considered a "rationed" item. This meant that a housewife could only purchase so much of it at a
time, assuming of course that she could find it at the store to begin with.
As a result, housewives had to drive around to several different places to find the products
needed to create a well-balanced meal. This too created a problem given the fact that gasoline
was rationed as well. Other items that women needed to ration were silk, nylon, rayon, cotton
and wool. All of these materials were in high demand because they made parachutes, aircraft and
military clothing, tents, and even gunpowder bags.
Another obstacle that the early 1940s housewife ran into was the shortage of steel. In 1943
civilians were only allotted 15% of the nation's steel production. This caused the rationing of
bottled, canned, dried and frozen vegetables, as well as canned fruits, juices and soups. Women
who lived in major cities felt the impact the hardest, while women who lived on farms and in
small towns were able to garden and preserve their own supply of fresh produce. So in order to
help the war effort, the government promoted "Victory Gardens." These were small gardens that
families were encouraged to have in their back yards to grow the produce that would normally be
found at the grocery store.
Women of this decade were still expected to keep house, dress and cook as they had before the
war started, but with very limited resources. More and more items were being rationed and
women had to learn how to make do. Basically, the rationing system was successful because of
the great strides made by American women.
In order for women to fulfill both their function as wife and mother and their duty to country,
some women took night jobs, leaving them with a limited number of hours of sleep. By the end of
1943, one-third of women war workers were mothers of children living at home. The balancing
act between one's home and one's job was more difficult than today; housework in the 1940s was
far more laborious, because it was the era of cooking from scratch, washing dishes by hand,
washing clothes in a wringer washing machine, hanging them on a outdoor clothes line, then
manually starching and pressing clothes by themselves (laundry alone usually took an entire day).
Banks were only open in the midday hours, so women who worked during the day had a difficult
time getting there. Few grocery stores stayed open at night to accommodate women who worked.
Wartime working women often devoted their Sundays off to cleaning and catching up.
Mothers who joined the workforce while their husbands were in the military or mothers who had
pre-school children faced even bigger challenges—the lack of childcare facilities available to
them. Section B of article IV of Paul McNutt's 1942 War Manpower Commission directive
stated: "If any such women are unable to arrange for satisfactory care of their children...adequate

facilities should be provided...Such facilities should be developed as community projects and not
under the auspices of individual employers or employer groups."
However, cities did not know how to handle such a dilemma, so instead of forcing industry to
deal with the problem, the burden was shifted to state and local governments. Though the
Lanham Act, a federally subsidized childcare system, attempted to deal with these problems, it
fell short. At the program’s peak it only had about 3,000 child care facilities, which cared for
about 130,000 children. The government simply could not develop a comprehensive system for
dealing with the large number of mothers going to work. With so much else to do, childcare
facilities were not regarded as high priority, and as a result, some women had to quit their jobs to
take care of their families.
In August of 1945, the war was finally over and millions of men returned home. However, when
the fighting stopped, the war machine, which had mobilized millions of women to work, ceased.
They could once again stay at home and take care of their families, but for some women, this just
wasn't enough anymore.
The development of wartime economy had given women more freedom than they had ever seen
before. Though they did face some discrimination in the workforce it was minimal compared to
that which they were subjected to before WWII. For the first time, women were able to
experience social and economic mobility. They were able to make choices, and by exercising
these choices, explore their own individuality and independence. With the war over, women who
were once urged to go to work to support their country, were now in jeopardy of losing their jobs.
But the future of women's place in the workforce did not depend solely on the state of the
postwar economy. Much of it depended on the women themselves. For the three years preceding
the end of WWII, women were subjected to long hours, little benefits, low-cost and low-quality
childcare facilities, not to mention almost unprecedented physical demands. For many women,
losing their job was a blessing. The fact was that only time would tell how women would react to
the postwar period.
Many people assumed that American women would just return to their homes voluntarily. Yet
there were some women who elected to stay at work. They enjoyed their newfound
independence, and the income they brought in was important to either their own livelihood or
that of their family. According to a survey conducted by the Women's Bureau in 1945, 75% of
the working women said that they planned to continue working.
The effects of WWII would be felt for years to come. Women had experienced new
opportunities, a sense of independence, and were enjoying their own individuality. Though some
of the women that continued to work after the war received wage cuts and some even demotions,
they had made progress. The war allowed women to make decisions, and it gave them a chance
to fight for their rights. And there is no doubt that the consequences of world War II (the
discrimination, job cuts, and wage inequalities) led to the development of many of the civil rights
movements of the 1950s.

Women’s Studies Week at UHCL:
To keep history pages like these alive, many universities now offer credited courses in Women’s
Studies. The University of Houston-Clear Lake is celebrating Women’s Studies Week in
conjunction with National Women’s History Month. Dr. Deepa Reddy, Professor of
Anthropology and Women’s Studies, says it is important to celebrate and recognize Women’s
Studies.
Women’s Studies Week (Feb. 26–March 8) is a week of talks, discussions, film screenings and
more that address a range of issues related to the study of women and gender. “There is a great
deal of interest in Women’s Studies,” states Dr. Reddy, “both amongst our students and in the
community. Women’s Studies Week is a means of capturing that interest and extending it,
drawing it out, and sharing it beyond the walls of our University.”
Among other things, Women’s Studies Week will provide a context for students, faculty and
staff, and the wider community to interact in ways that there's not always time and space for in
the day-to-day life of the institution. Dr. Reedy states: “It's a context for discussion and
exploration, the sharing of ideas and passions and critiques that needs to be purposefully created
and maintained if the experience of education is to be vibrant and meaningful. I'm hoping, quite
simply, in the end that participants will go away with the energy that comes from such sustained
and critical exposure, enriched by intellectual challenges, with a sense of the possibilities of
Women's Studies, and of what our program has to offer.”
The 2004 National Women's History Month Honorees
Sarah Buel (b. 1953)
Domestic Violence Activist and Attorney, Educator
Escaping domestic violence in her own life, Sarah Buel became an impassioned advocate for the
legal rights of battered women and abused children. Believing that if she became an attorney she
could best defend and advocate for battered women and their children, she graduated from
Harvard Law School and now runs a legal clinic for battered women. She is also co-founder and
co-director of the National Training Center on Domestic and Sexual Violence.
Edna Campbell (b. 1968)
Professional Athlete, Spokesperson for Breast Cancer Awareness
A professional basketball player with the WNBA Sacramento Monarchs and a breast cancer
survivor, Edna Campbell travels the country as a spokesperson for breast cancer awareness,
encouraging women to do regular breast exams and inspiring those with cancer to have hope and
courage in challenging the disease. She uses these opportunities to recognize other survivors and
to raise money for breast cancer research.
Jill Ker Conway (b.1934)
Educator, Writer, Historian
As a leader and scholar, Jill Ker Conway's fearless study of her own life, public role, and
intellectual development have given voice and form to the success of woman's education. The

first female president of Smith College, Conway's unrelenting belief in a set of high standards and
basic values that have the potential to revitalize people and institutions has inspired new
possibilities for generations of women.
Marian Wright Edelman (b.1943)
Children Rights Advocate and Civil Rights Activist
From her earliest years Marian Wright Edelman was encouraged to give hope and aid to others.
As a lawyer, civil rights activist, and founder of the Children’s Defense Fund, she has provided a
strong authoritative voice for those who have been denied the power to speak for themselves. For
almost 40 years she has advocated for quality health care, immunizations, nutritious food, and
educational opportunities, providing hope and possibility to countless numbers.
Maxine Hong Kingston (b. 1940)
Writer, Educator, Peace Activist
Acclaimed author and poet Maxine Hong Kingston calls on the rich cultural images and
traditions of her Chinese ancestry in her melodious and poetic story telling. Kingston often
combines autobiography and fiction and uses dreams and memory, myth and desire to investigate
life’s possibilities and discover the fullness of one's power. She uses the process of storytelling to
both heal and expand the human spirit.
Susan Love (b.1948)
Women's Health and Breast Cancer Research Expert
A founder of the breast cancer advocacy movement, Dr. Susan Love co-founded the National
Breast Cancer Coalition which includes more than 200 organizations and thousands of
individuals devoted to gathering input from breast cancer advocates as well as obtaining federal
funding for research. As a surgeon and author, Love has inspired generations of physicians to
listen more closely to their patients.
Vilma Martinez (b. 1945)
Civil Rights Attorney, Community Activist
Knowing the importance of securing and protecting the rights of all people, Vilma Martinez
served nine years as President and General Counsel of the Mexican-American Legal Defense
Fund (MALDF). Her work in education, community development, and employment litigation
demonstrates that hope can create unimagined possibilities.
Leslie Marmon Silko (1948)
Writer, Poet, Educator
Acclaimed storyteller and award-winning author, Leslie Marmon Silko credits her Laguna Pueblo
heritage with everything that makes her a writer and a human being. Silko's love for storytelling
began as a child when she would listen to the stories of her great-grandmother. For Silko
storytelling is more than oral history. Storytelling is a ceremony that links the mythical deities
and the people themselves creating hope, purpose and survival.

