Portfolio Part 1: Journal Article Step-By-Step Analysis

A journal article entitled British Working Women and the First World by Susan Pyecroft discusses the rise of women’s suffrage in the years leading up to the First World War, and the experiences of women in the workplace in the early twentieth century. It argues that the narrative that women were given the vote as a ‘reward’ for their efforts in the First World War is false, and that due to only women over the age of thirty being given the vote after the war, thus alienating five out of eleven million women in Britain at the time, the women’s equality movement suffered as a result- the traction that the movement had gained in the years preceding the war was greatly reduced, with the Government’s move to push women back to the role of housewife and home keepers. It explains how women came to be employed in jobs traditionally belonging to men across the country, and how after the war ended, these jobs were lost.
 Susan Pyecroft was a doctoral student of history at the University of Strathclyde in Glasgow, Scotland in 1994, when this article was written[footnoteRef:1]. Pyecroft’s experiences as a woman herself and as a student of history led her to write this article, as it in turn goes on to explain the attitudes of women during the war period, and how they reacted to the Government’s response during the post-war period. That the journal was written in 1994 shows the perspective of a post-war generation on the impact of the First World War on the lives and rights of women half a century later. This journal article was published in The Historian, which is read by many historians across the UK, and so the article is written in order to bring attention to the largely held belief that women ‘won’ the right to vote due to their actions during the war, and challenge the common misconception that before the war there were very few women working, wherein fact there were around six million women employed across Britain by 1914. In the context of war, British historians have historically been known to alter truths and spin a narrative that portrays Britain in the most favourable light possible, this being yet another case of such an event. Pyecroft takes it as her duty to set the record straight with her article British Working Women and the First World War. [1:  Susan Pyecroft, ‘British Working Women in the First World War’, The Historian, Wiley Online Library, Vol. 56, No. 4 (SUMMER 1994), pp. 699-710, <https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1540-6563.1994.tb00928.x> [date accessed 06/02/2022]] 

Pyecroft states that the Government’s first response to the labour shortage caused by conscription during the First World War was to consider importing workers from Belgium, before realising that there was a workforce of around six million women that could be utilised. They began by replacing the roles traditionally filled by men such as mail delivery, window washing, lift operating and such. From 1915 onwards women became employed across various public sectors, including factory work, particularly munitions production, clerking, transport and mill work as there was such a shortage of male workers.[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  Susan Pyecroft, ‘British Working Women in the First World War’, The Historian, Wiley Online Library, Vol. 56, No. 4 (SUMMER 1994), pp. 699-710, <https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1540-6563.1994.tb00928.x> [date accessed 06/02/2022] p. 5] 

On page 9 of the article, Pyecroft states that “many workers contributed a strong patriotic element to their work, a deep need to take risks or make sacrifices for the good of the cause. Immediately after one explosion at a shell-filling factory, in which over 100 workers were killed and another 150 injured, the Times reported that "the women workers behaved splendidly, and are pressing to be allowed to return to work." [footnoteRef:3] showing that during the war, women felt motivated to work by the same patriotism that sent men of all ages to enlist and fight in the trenches. This shows that women at the time felt it was as much their duty to contribute to the war effort, and that the British population responded to the threat of war as one, rather than placing the credit with the Government, who claimed that its initiatives and propaganda was responsible for the increased number of female workers. It was the general opinion of the female population of Britain in the 1910s that due to the effort shown by women across the country in the war effort, that as recognition for their sacrifice, they would be treat with more equality, and that more of the archaic traditions and conceptions about women would be done away with.[footnoteRef:4] One of the chief demands that organisations such as the NFWW (National Federation of Women’s Workers) wished to be implemented after the war was the right to ‘leisure’, to achieve recognition that outside of the traditional roles of women, and their working lives, that women had a right to pursue hobbies and other leisure activities. This had been a demand of women since before the war, but with the end of the war in 1918 a new-found increase in women wanting to indulge in leisure grew.  [3:  Susan Pyecroft, ‘British Working Women in the First World War’, The Historian, Wiley Online Library, Vol. 56, No. 4 (SUMMER 1994), pp. 699-710, <https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1540-6563.1994.tb00928.x> [date accessed 06/02/2022] p. 9]  [4:  Susan Pyecroft, ‘British Working Women in the First World War’, The Historian, Wiley Online Library, Vol. 56, No. 4 (SUMMER 1994), pp. 699-710, <https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1540-6563.1994.tb00928.x> [date accessed 06/02/2022] p. 10] 

Despite the public conception that once the war had ended, women were handed equality and integrated into society on the same level as men, the truth is far different. With the end of the First World War, soldiers from the trenches returned home from the horrors to find “high rents and scarce jobs”[footnoteRef:5] and subsequently the message was spread by the male population that “women must go”[footnoteRef:6] back to the home, to return to the status quo previous to the war. This was met with mixed responses, as Pyecroft states: “by the fall of 1919, nearly three-quarters of a million women had lost their jobs.”[footnoteRef:7] Proving that the British Government did not foster an environment in which women were encouraged to keep working, much less given equal pay. In 1918, the British Government issued a decree that women be allowed to run for Parliament, vote if over thirty, attend Cambridge or Oxford, and work a more traditionally ‘male’ job such as practicing law.[footnoteRef:8] This hollow gesture was intended to placate the Suffrage movement, in the hopes that with its diminished support since the war that Suffrage would relent, and women would return to the previous roles they had filled. In that sense this succeeded, as many women were forced to give up their jobs and return to being housewives. However, there was still a strong enough dissent that many women carried on campaigning for change. [5:  Susan Pyecroft, ‘British Working Women in the First World War’, The Historian, Wiley Online Library, Vol. 56, No. 4 (SUMMER 1994), pp. 699-710, <https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1540-6563.1994.tb00928.x> [date accessed 06/02/2022] p. 11]  [6:  Susan Pyecroft, ‘British Working Women in the First World War’, The Historian, Wiley Online Library, Vol. 56, No. 4 (SUMMER 1994), pp. 699-710, <https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1540-6563.1994.tb00928.x> [date accessed 06/02/2022] p. 11]  [7:  Susan Pyecroft, ‘British Working Women in the First World War’, The Historian, Wiley Online Library, Vol. 56, No. 4 (SUMMER 1994), pp. 699-710, <https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1540-6563.1994.tb00928.x> [date accessed 06/02/2022] p. 11]  [8:  Susan Pyecroft, ‘British Working Women in the First World War’, The Historian, Wiley Online Library, Vol. 56, No. 4 (SUMMER 1994), pp. 699-710, <https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1540-6563.1994.tb00928.x> [date accessed 06/02/2022] p. 12] 

Pyecroft’s article has its strengths in that it challenges common misconceptions about the events that happened after the First World War, and in detail it discusses the difficulties that women faced and overcame to be a part of the work force, and the voting constituency. Pyecroft displays the facts of her article at face value, using them to add strength to her arguments- for example on the subject of poor conditions in munitions factories being shrugged off by those in charge, Pyecroft states that by making light of these conditions, it “overlooks the fact that over 300 women died from either TNT poisoning or explosions during the war”[footnoteRef:9].  [9:  Susan Pyecroft, ‘British Working Women in the First World War’, The Historian, Wiley Online Library, Vol. 56, No. 4 (SUMMER 1994), pp. 699-710, <https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1540-6563.1994.tb00928.x> [date accessed 06/02/2022] p. 8] 

In her journal article Women, Science and Suffrage in World War 1, Patricia Fara states that “Many people believed—and still do—that the war represented a dramatic break with the past, liberating women by enabling them to work and giving the vote to those over thirty.”[footnoteRef:10] This reinforces the point that Pyecroft makes, further adding “in reality, only a tiny minority were enabled to act and think with anything even approaching the freedom of men”[footnoteRef:11]. That this article was written in 2015 further adds to its viability as after twenty- five years of advancements and with what is known now, we can still be sure that the British Government and the male population actively discouraged women from working and working to achieve equality in the period of time after the First World War. [10:  Patricia Fara, Women, Science and Suffrage in World War 1, Notes and Records of the Royal Society of London, Vol. 69, No. 1, Special issue: Women and science (20 March 2015), pp. 11-24 < https://www-jstor-org.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/stable/26312890?Search=yes&resultItemClick=true&searchText=british+women+in+world+war+one&searchUri=%2Faction%2FdoBasicSearch%3FQuery%3Dbritish%2Bwomen%2Bin%2Bworld%2Bwar%2Bone%26so%3> [date accessed 06/02/22] p.2]  [11:  Patricia Fara, Women, Science and Suffrage in World War 1, Notes and Records of the Royal Society of London, Vol. 69, No. 1, Special issue: Women and science (20 March 2015), pp. 11-24 < https://www-jstor-org.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/stable/26312890?Search=yes&resultItemClick=true&searchText=british+women+in+world+war+one&searchUri=%2Faction%2FdoBasicSearch%3FQuery%3Dbritish%2Bwomen%2Bin%2Bworld%2Bwar%2Bone%26so%3> [date accessed 06/02/22] p.2] 

Susan Pyecroft’s journal article on the subject of British women and their employment and suffrage during World War One highlights the disparity between the jobs of men and of women at the time and explains how the war changed this disparity for a time, with women coming to possess jobs across all fields of employment. It successfully explains the attitudes of women towards the war, the Government and society at the time, and with careful reference challenges the common belief that equality between the genders was reached due solely to the war.










Portfolio Part 2: Document Analysis

Dead Man’s Dump is a poem written by British soldier Isaac Rosenberg in 1917 during his deployment with the Fortieth Division Works Battalion, while delivering barbed wire to the front lines in France, one year before his death at the age of twenty-seven in 1918.[footnoteRef:12] The poem gives us an eyewitness account of Rosenberg’s experiences of the trenches, No Man’s Land and the coexistence of life and death that was found there. It recounts in painful detail the bodies of men from both sides of the war, and shows clearly how opposed Rosenberg was to the conflict:  [12:  David Roberts, Out in the Dark – Poetry of the First World War In Context and With Basic Notes, (Ipswich, Saxon Books, 1998) p. 140] 

“They lie there huddled, friend and foeman,
Man born of man, and born of woman,
And shells go crying over them
From night till night and now.”[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Isaac Rosenberg, Dead Man’s Dump, The Collected Works of Isaac Rosenberg: Poetry, Prose, Letters, Paintings and Drawings / with a Foreword by Siegfried Sassoon; Edited with an Introduction and Notes by Ian Parson, ed. by Ian Parsons, (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1979)] 

 This stanza depicts soldiers from both sides of the war equally, intended to show the reader that when at war there is no difference between any of us- and that neither side can escape the horror that they have been subjected to. It also victimises both the British soldiers and the German ones, and places them at the mercy of the shells being fired by both sides. This places the blame upon Rosenberg’s superiors, and the enemies’ commanders as well. He views them as being responsible for the conditions of the trenches, and his resentment is felt in the pain of each dying soldier that is encountered throughout the poem. In the line:
“What of us who, flung on the shrieking pyre,
Walk, our usual thoughts untouched,
Our lucky limbs as on ichor fed,
Immortal seeming ever?”[footnoteRef:14] [14:  Isaac Rosenberg, Dead Man’s Dump, The Collected Works of Isaac Rosenberg: Poetry, Prose, Letters, Paintings and Drawings / with a Foreword by Siegfried Sassoon; Edited with an Introduction and Notes by Ian Parson, ed. by Ian Parsons, (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1979)] 

Rosenberg asks the reader of the fate of those who don’t die on the battlefield, and wonders if those “lucky” soldiers that survive are “immortal” like the Gods who drank a magical liquid - “ichor” - to achieve immortal life. He does this to again highlight the depravity of the war as he experienced it, stating that those that didn’t die would have had to have been immortal in order to survive the brutality they faced.
 Isaac Rosenberg was the son of Lithuanian Jewish immigrants and was born in Bristol in 1890. Prior to the war Rosenberg studied poetry under renowned poets of the time, until 1914, when he moved to South Africa, due to his health. He continued to write until the outbreak of the war, even writing pieces critical of the growing political tensions at the time. He eventually returned home in 1915 to gain employment, which lead him to join the British Army. Before the war, Rosenberg’s writing was of a more poetic nature, inspired by Keats and Percy Shelley- until his experiences during the First World War drove him to write poetry that accurately and hauntingly depicted the day-to-day horror of the trenches. In the first stanza of Dead Man’s Dump, Rosenberg speaks of the wheels of a cart as they roll over the dead bodies around the trenches and describes the barbed wire and defences as “like many crowns of thorns, And the rusty stakes like sceptres old”[footnoteRef:15], using the similes of ‘crowns’ and ‘sceptres’ to show that these men have been sent to their deaths by monarchs, whom the battles are really between. It is clear that Rosenberg wishes to show the reality of war and makes no attempt to glorify it. Rosenberg was quoted as saying “I never joined the army from patriotic reasons. Nothing can justify war. I suppose we must all fight to get the trouble over.”[footnoteRef:16] in a letter to his friend Edward Marsh. From this we can understand that Rosenberg sees war as futile, but like many others around him, he still fought, in the belief that it would end. Through Rosenberg’s other poems while written in the trenches we can see that in Rosenberg’s eyes it would end one way or another. This fatalistic point of view is captured in the poem Through these Pale Cold Days, in which the final two lines of the poem “They see with living eyes, How long they have been dead.”[footnoteRef:17] convey Rosenberg’s belief that war will only end in death, for everyone. The fact that he wrote these poems and sent them home for others to read shows his need to share the horrors he has experienced and provide a cautionary tale for the population back home, part of whom are responsible for Rosenberg’s being on the front line in the first place.   [15:  Isaac Rosenberg, Dead Man’s Dump, The Collected Works of Isaac Rosenberg: Poetry, Prose, Letters, Paintings and Drawings / with a Foreword by Siegfried Sassoon; Edited with an Introduction and Notes by Ian Parson, ed. by Ian Parsons, (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1979)]  [16:  David Roberts, Out in the Dark – Poetry of the First World War In Context and With Basic Notes, (Ipswich, Saxon Books, 1998) p. 140]  [17:  Isaac Rosenberg, Through These Pale Cold Days, The Collected Works of Isaac Rosenberg: Poetry, Prose, Letters, Paintings and Drawings / with a Foreword by Siegfried Sassoon; Edited with an Introduction and Notes by Ian Parson, ed. by Ian Parsons, (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1979)] 

 The poem Dead Man’s Dump was written soon after Rosenberg’s transfer to the Fortieth Division Works Battalion, and it was the events witnessed after this transfer that conceived Dead Man’s Dump- the reality of war and its waste of human life inspired Rosenberg to write this poem in 1917, one year before his death. That it was written during the midst of the war, rather than at the start of it affirms what Rosenberg had always suspected about war and its pointlessness- the poem itself reflects this in the lines “Those dead strode time with vigorous life, Till the shrapnel called ‘An end!’”[footnoteRef:18] in which Rosenberg gives command over life and death to shrapnel, rather than any enemy he may face on the battlefield. This reinforces the idea that Rosenberg views the war as a mess of bureaucracy and bloodlust, rather than as a fight against the German’s, such as the British media were portraying the war as at the time. [18:  Isaac Rosenberg, Dead Man’s Dump, The Collected Works of Isaac Rosenberg: Poetry, Prose, Letters, Paintings and Drawings / with a Foreword by Siegfried Sassoon; Edited with an Introduction and Notes by Ian Parson, ed. by Ian Parsons, (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1979)] 

Isaac Rosenberg was killed on April 1st, 1918, while on a night patrol in the town of Fampas, France. A week after the German Spring Offensive in March, he sent his last poem Through These Pale Cold Days back home- fitting, as the poem portrays Rosenberg’s belief in the inevitable death of himself and his fellow soldiers. It begins with the lines:
“Through these pale cold days
What dark faces burn
Out of three thousand years,”[footnoteRef:19] [19:  Isaac Rosenberg, Through These Pale Cold Days, The Collected Works of Isaac Rosenberg: Poetry, Prose, Letters, Paintings and Drawings / with a Foreword by Siegfried Sassoon; Edited with an Introduction and Notes by Ian Parson, ed. by Ian Parsons, (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1979)] 

And compares the struggles of his Jewish ancestors to the current war, commenting on the repetitive human nature of war, and how it has continued for the last 3000 years. It was written four days before Rosenberg’s death, and since his collection of Poems From the Trenches has become known as one of the best examples of First World War poetry.
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