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While the European nations sank deeply into World War One, Woodrow Wilson, the 28th American to lead the United States, fought solidly against entering this great war. He wanted his country and his people to stay neutral and to not get involved in foreign clashes (Sandak, 1993, 5). However, as time passed, it came to Wilson’s realization that this was never going to be possible; therefore he declared war on Germany. As a result, his decision changed women’s lives from being conservative, before the war, into modernistic, during and after the war: women gained a better political life and most changed in their social lives and fashion. I chose this topic and not any other because throughout the first semester of United State’s History class, I had learned a fair amount of information about World War One and how the Great War effected and impacted women. It came to my interest to research this topic deeper in order to learn more about the subject and how women became the people they are these days.

It is important to know what caused the United States into World War One in order to know why women’s lives changed. After a series of events, including the sinking of two passenger ships, Woodrow Wilson decided to enter World War One. First, the German U-boats sank the Lusitania, which killed about 128 Americans (Spark Notes, 2009). Later, the German U-boats sank another passenger ship, the Sussex. This injured three Americans, leading to Wilson’s final warning to Germany (Cavendish, 2002, 243). Finally, the interception of the Zimmerman note forced the US into the war (Spark Notes, 2009). It was from Germany’s foreign minister, Alfred Zimmerman, to his ambassador in Mexico. One section of the note stated that Germany would help Mexico take back its lands in the United States. 

In April, 1917, President Woodrow Wilson addressed the Members of the Congress in his speech, War Message, where he asked them to declare war on Germany (Sandak, 1993, 5). Four days later, Congress accepted his address, and therefore, the process of mobilization began. 

The United States had a weak army and so, masses of men were drafted into the war. This forced them to leave their jobs. The men were the ones running America’s growing industry and were the ones working in factories, hospitals, and other occupations.  But how was the war effort going to be directed and worked on? It was now all up to the people left behind: the women.

It is important to know how women lived and how they dressed before the war in order to notice the dramatic change after Wilson’s decision to enter it. Prior to the war, women did not have strong political rights nor did they have jobs that could possibly lead them into having a career. They were also not allowed to vote (Rosenberg, 2009, 1). Large numbers of women were housewives. According to Tae Kim, women were always obligated to support and take care of their husbands and children (Kim, 2003). They cleaned, cooked, and took care of their house gardens (Kim, 2003). Other women accepted jobs at textile factories and jobs that did not require plentiful of effort (Kim, 2003). Women, before the war, took the simplest jobs or just worked as housewives.

Additionally, women followed a Victorian life-style. They never smoked in public, drank, or spoke to men they never knew (Rosenberg, 2009, 2). They never dressed inappropriately and always looked feminine with their long hair (Rosenberg, 2009, 2). Most either secretly dated men, or just simply waited for the right man to come and ask their hand in marriage (Rosenberg, 2009, 2). They were just conservative.

Moreover, the women followed Charles Dana Gibson’s drawing, The Gibson Girl, prior to entering World War One. This drawing (see last page of text) illustrated a girl with long hair tied vibrantly at the top, wearing a skirt with a high-collared shirt (Gibson, 1909). It is obvious, from the picture, that the woman is respectably attractive and elegant- the theme of the Victorian fashion that most women followed (Ariki Inc., 2003). According to Ariki Inc. and Rosenberg, looking like Charles Gibson’s The Gibson Girl became the perfect look and an inspiration to most women (Ariki Inc., 2003) (Rosenberg, 2009, 2). In other words, women that chose to look fashionable and elegant had a role model, The Gibson Girl.

After President Wilson declared war on Germany, women took roles they had never even dreamt of taking in the war effort. They worked in banks, railroad stations, steel factories, coal factories, and the automobile industry (Kim, 2003). According to Tae Kim, women also worked as elevator operators, drivers, and farmers (Kim, 2003). Furthermore, they worked as phone operators and mail delivery girls (Kim, 2003). Moreover, large numbers of women joined the Red Cross and worked as nurses (Kim, 2003). Several others went on the battlefields and helped soldiers (Kim, 2003). They entertained them, fed them, and nursed them (Kim, 2003). These jobs that were granted for women made women feel free and responsible.   

While the majority of women were happily working hard in order to support the war effort, they wondered why the government denied their votes. When all the survivors came home, they found their country altered and changed: most women chose to break off from traditional values and had become to be called flappers. Because women experienced freedom in war effort days, they found it extremely hard to change back into their old habits. In other words, women got so used to the way they lived that they could not change. The decision that Wilson chose to declare, which brought the United States into World War One, changed most women’s lives: they gained political power, changed the way they acted, and changed the way they dressed.

First, women grew in political power because of the war. Seeing that women found it hard to change back to their old ways, had worked so hard to support the war effort, and had fought hard to be able to vote, Congress enacted the 19th amendment, which gave the right for women to vote (Rosenberg, 2009, 1). This right made women as equal as the men under the law. This right allowed them to finally have a word in their country. Without the decision for the United States to enter World War One, females would not have been able to work in order to prove themselves and therefore the Congress would not have had a good reason to pass the 19th amendment.  

Second, women changed their social lifestyle. As previously mentioned, most women before the war dated secretly or waited for right man to propose. However, since many young men died at war, women were scared they would never marry and that their youth would go to waste. Therefore, they went on dates publicly (Rosenberg, 2009, 2). Furthermore, flappers exposed sexual behavior. They would try so hard to attract men through the use of their body figures (Rosenberg, 2009, 2). Additionally, among the social change women faced in the flapper movement was smoking publicly. If a woman was a smoker, before the war, she would most probably not smoke in public. Smoking was never acceptable for women; it was a habit that men only committed (Rosenberg, 2009, 2). Moreover, women drank in public. In order for them to drink at all times, they carried flasks containing alcohol. Women also changed the way they danced because of all the freedom granted after the war. They danced the Charleston and several other ones, which were considered wild and unacceptable for non-married women (Rosenberg, 2009, 2). Also, women became able to drive the automobile, making them feel free. They even used back seats for petting, or having sex (Rosenberg, 2009, 2). Finally, flappers hosted petting parties, which was never acceptable for respectable girls (Rosenberg, 2009, 2). Women changed the way they acted.

Third, women changed their fashion because of all the changes resulting from the war and the freedom it brought. As previously mentioned, because most men, including working men, left to fight in the war, jobs were left unemployed. As a result, women took their place to run the United States’ industry and war effort. Because women replaced jobs left by men, they were given responsibility. This responsibility gave them freedom they could never give up and helped Congress recognize their vote. Without entering the war, women would not have been able to show the government that they could help out and are as good as the men. This could have postponed the passing of the Nineteenth Amendment or even cause the Congress to never recognize women’s votes. Women’s fashion changed. For example, women cut their hair shorter. Before the war, as previously mentioned, people followed The Gibson Girl’s example. They wore long hair and looked as feminine as they could. However, after the war, they invented a new haircut called the bob (Gordon, et al, 1999, 228). Later, they changed it into a shorter one, called the shingle, which only leaves two curls coming down, covering a woman’s ear (Rosenberg, 2009, 2). Also, flappers wore short skirts to make dancing easier. Before the war, skirts were long and elegant; however, after World War One, skirts began to get shorter and skinnier (Gordon, et al, 1999, 143).  Furthermore, women wrapped cloth around their chest in order to appear less feminine, dropped the waist for all clothing down to the hipline, wore silk stockings, and wore pants and overalls. Moreover, women started to wear make-up like lipstick, eye-liner, and face powders (Rosenberg, 2009, 3). In the older times, make-up was only worn by unrespectable girl that wanted to look fake and unnatural. Additionally, these women wore low-collared shirts, helmet hats or cloches, to which they became much attached, shoes with ribbons tied around them, extremely tight skirts, and trousers which were sometimes loosened from the waist to look saggy (Gordon, et al, 1999, 143). Also, women started wearing scented creams and accessories. Shops sold lemon-scented creams in order for the flappers to have soft skin and to smell attractive (Gordon, et al, 1999, 188). Therefore, Wilson’s determination to enter the war impacted the American women’s fashion.
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In conclusion, women’s political and social lives and fashion, in the United States, altered as result of Woodrow Wilson’s decision in entering the Great War in the 1920s. Women were conservative before the war and modernistic after the war. Because large numbers of men were drafted into the army, women had to take their place in jobs and roles. These women felt free. They did all they wanted without anyone saying no. Therefore, when the men came back from war, women were not able to picture themselves in the old Victorian laborious Age (Burnett, 2002). They were too used to that freedom; so they fought to gain the right to vote and changed their values to those of a flapper. For example, they smoked in public and dressed inappropriately. However, not all women changed their values; some of them clung onto their old ones (Page, 2001). It is important to know about this topic because people, especially girls, need to know how and why the values of their ancestors changed. If it was not for Wilson deciding to join World War One, men would not have left the country, leaving it for the women, and causing a change in their lives and values. 
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