
Appliance of Science 
The last 100 years have seen significant changes in women’s lives. This exhibition 
documents the everyday lives of women in East London and Barking and Dagenham, 
exploring the range of roles and jobs women have had over the last 100 years 

and the impact of technology, both in the home and the ‘workplace’.

Although many women worked in factories in the Victorian era, 
during the First World War women took up new jobs outside the 
home which had previously been done by men as a way to help 
the war effort. These new jobs could be dangerous, for instance 
working with noxious chemicals in the Sterling munition works 
in Dagenham. By demonstrating that they could skilfully operate 
technical machinery in heavy industry, the war-workers helped to 
break down barriers between what was considered ‘men’s work’ and 
what was considered ‘women’s work’. But they were still paid less 
than a man’s wages.

  Jobs for men and jobs for women

When men began returning from the War in 1918 many were 
anxious that they would be undercut by women in these jobs, 
and sought to maintain their dominance in the new indus-
tries that sprang up in Dagenham and East London. Women 
were encouraged to give up paid work outside the home, or to   
become domestic servants.

Homes Fit For Heroes

In 1919 the Housing Act gave London County Council the opportunity to 
build new housing outside the county of London. In 1921 work started 
on the Dagenham Becontree Estate, intended to provide ‘Homes fit for He-
roes’ and help clear the East London slums. On its completion in 1935 it 
was the largest social housing development in the world. However, this vast 
campaign to build new houses, in what was then countryside, also served 
to position women back into the domestic sphere. The novel indoor toilets 
and private gardens required upkeep, and the kitchen boilers provided new 
means to keep the home clean and do the washing.

What counts as ‘real work’?

Although housework was unpaid, it was still hard, time-consuming work. 
Focussing on something as simple as the everyday routine clearly shows 
how much time and effort women spent doing domestic jobs. 

While technological developments led to time-saving appliances such as 
washing machines, dishwashers, and vacuum cleaners, even today wom-
en spend on average 26 hours a week doing housework. For men it is 
16 hours. If we were paid for our housework, women would earn £259 a 
week on average and men would earn £166.
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