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WOMEN AND THE WORK PLACE

“Women and girls are working at almost every trade 
and occupation once considered too laborious for the 

gentler sex.”
– Ilford Recorder, April 1917

The First World War was a pivotal point for women in the 
workplace. With an ever increasing number of men 
enlisting to join the military, women were eventually 
expected to contribute to the war effort. Previously 

working-class women had fewer employment 
opportunities often limited to light manufacturing, textile 

work and domestic labour. Women were now recruited in 
various positions in heavy manufacturing, transport and 

even law enforcement. 

Women’s suffrage had grown in traction in the years 
prior to the First World War. In 1914 Sylvia Pankhurst 
broke away from her mother and sister, Emmeline 
and Christabel, and founded the East London 
Federation of Suffragettes. The Pankhurst’s were 
divided on their opinion on the role of working 
women in suffrage movement. Sylvia sought to bring 
about radical change to women’s working and social 
lives for the better: 

“If you want to help women, not only those 
who have good clothes, nicely curled hair 

and comfortable homes, but the women who 
most need help […] Never think that you 

are too busy, or too poor, or that you do not 
know enough for there is work for everyone. 

The Women Need Your Help.”
– Sylvia Pankhurst, 1915

With factories being the cornerstone of the East 
End’s industries, working class women occupied 

positions that were usually done so by men. Sites 
like the Sterling Works in Dagenham, The 

National Projectile Factory in Hackney Marshes and 
Associated Equipment Company in Walthamstow 

and Beckton were significant employers of women 
in the area during the First World War. With new 
employment came new opportunities. Employers 
and public services offered women new forms of 

education. 

With the victory of the war there were significant 
social and cultural changes. Women gained the 

vote with the Parliament (Qualification of 
Women Act) in 1918. This allowed women over 30 

and who owned property to vote. It would be 
another ten years before the vote would be 

extended to all in 1928 with the Representation of 
the People Act that would allow all women and men 

over the age of 21 to vote. 
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