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Women in the American West experienced World War II in different ways according to 

their race. White women were encouraged to join the workforce and support American war 

efforts. Black women were drawn to similar opportunities, but since they faced discrimination, 

they created economic alternatives that drew on their southern culture and supported other 

migrating blacks. Japanese women were removed from their homes by government edict, 

experienced a breakdown of culture and tradition during their evacuation, and were ultimately 

reinvented into a new Japanese-American culture by the end of the war. According to their race, 

these groups of women faced distinct challenges and opportunities that resulted in a 

transformation of women's places in America after the war. 

The immediate benefit of wartime work opportunities was wage acquisition or increase. 

White women already in the workforce were the first to seize these opportunities, as factory 

work offered greater pay than working in a laundry or restaurant.1 The experience was different 

for black women, many of whom migrated from the American South, drawn to publicized war 

work opportunities. When they arrived in the West, they found that black workers were placed in 

low-skilled, low-pay jobs with little chance for upward movement.2 Japanese women in the West 

were given low wage opportunities in their internment camps, but it was often the same wage 

that men earned, redistributing the balance of power in traditional Japanese families.3 

                                                
1 Emily Yellin, Our Mothers’ War: Women at Home and on the Front During World War 

II (New York: Free Press, 2004), 41. 

2 Shirley Ann Wilson Moore, "‘Not in Somebody’s Kitchen’: African American Women 

Workers in Richmond, California, and the Impact of World War II," in Writing the Range: Race, 

Class, and Culture in the Women’s West, ed. Elizabeth Jameson et al. (Norman: University of 

Oklahoma Press), 520-521. 

3 Valerie J. Matsumoto, City Girls: The Nisei Social World in Los Angeles, 1920-1950 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), 155. 
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In addition to money, women also discovered independence as a result of wartime 

conditions. For white women, it was financial security, as Bessie Stokes found when she was 

able to take care of herself and her family through earnings from a steel mill.4 Black women 

found that factory work tended to yield better pay than domestic servitude, and it offered them 

greater choice in their employment.5 Historian Shirley Ann Wilson Moore outlines the unique 

positions some black women found for themselves in Richmond, California, when they spun 

their roles as cultural liaisons into profitable women-managed or owned blues establishments.6 

Young women in the internment camps realized their own independence, caged as they were. 

Camp conditions caused dramatic changes to family structures, one result of which was that 

family members spent less time together and the young people realized greater freedoms than 

they had before the war.7 Girls created their own networks within their camp communities, 

spawning clubs that engendered leadership skills by way of initiating activities to increase 

morale.8 

The war shaped women's long-term, postwar experiences, too. Society's attitudes toward 

white women's capabilities changed and men were beginning to learn to accept them in the 

workplace. On the one hand, many lost their jobs and union protections so that men returning 

from the war could take over their positions. At the same time, they had learned independence 

and self-advocacy. Historian Emily Yellin quotes Secretary of the Interior Harold Ickes who 

                                                
4 Yellin, Our Mothers’ War, 41, 46-47. 

5 Moore, "Not in Somebody’s Kitchen,” 521-522. 

6 Moore, "Not in Somebody’s Kitchen,” 523-528. 

7 Matsumoto, City Girls, 152. 

8 Matsumoto, City Girls, 159-161. 
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noted that one result of the war was that "[W]omen['s] eyes have been opened to their greatest 

economic potentialities."9 Black women also realized their lasting independence, which could be 

seen in their political activism as they joined men in fighting for their civil rights.10 The Japanese 

were released from internment camps as early as 1942. Young Nisei women were seen as less 

threatening than men, and so they were encouraged to begin resettlement into communities in the 

Midwest and East. They used their cross-cultural networks they had established through clubs in 

the camps and served as ambassadors of the Japanese community, leading the way for more to 

follow.11 

Overall, American women were changed as a result of World War II, though the 

experience varied depending on their race. White, black, and young women of Japanese ancestry 

experienced challenges and opportunities under varying conditions of wartime needs, 

discrimination, and government control, resulting in different kinds of independence depending 

on their conditions. 

  

                                                
9 Yellin, Our Mothers’ War, 67-69. 

10 Moore, "Not in Somebody’s Kitchen,” 259-530. 

11 Matsumoto, City Girls, 164-165, 168-172. 
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