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Men discharged from the armed forces went back to their pre-war jobs. These had been filled 

capably by women. They were either laid off, or continued at lower pay than the men for the same 

work. This inequity provoked women to demand equal pay for equal work. It clashed with the tradition 

of the male as breadwinner, with the woman's place being married, in the family home, supporting her 

husband and raising his children. Women objected to this role, not for the first time. 

Women had struggled to be able to vote since 1832. The suffragette movement in 1918 won the 

right to vote for women with property over 30. In 1928 this was extended to all women over 21. It was 

the first wave of feminism. 

Second wave feminism ignited in the mid 1960s and lasted in the UK until about 1975, when an 

Equal Opportunities Commission came into effect to oversee the Sex Discrimination and Equal Pay 

Acts. During the ten years of the wave, women's involvement varied from apathy to the militant 

feminism espoused by the bra-burning Germaine Greer. More typically, women supported and voted 

for feminist and women's liberation leaders, who pressed governments, leaders and all men, to ensure  

women were treated equally, as was their right, first by assertion and then enacted into law. 

Women agitated first through women elected to parliament and later in street protests for equal 

employment rights and conditions. In the USA, their 'sisters' were driving through legislation for equal 

rights at a time when the government was preoccupied with the war in Vietnam. Their voices were 

strident and loud. This was the time of Carole King and Janis Joplin concerts and some liberated 

women joined the counter-establishment hippy movement. Not every demand was met. In 1970 

President Nixon vetoed the Comprehensive Child Development Act for childcare centres. 

Protests in the Britain led to 850 women striking for equal pay at Ford's Dagenham works in 1968. 

Minister Barbara Castles became their champion and led change resulting in the 1970 Equal Pay Act.  

At about the same time, women began demanding they take responsibility from the State for their 

own contraception with The Pill, abortions, grounds for divorce, and for recourse following rape. When 

they had babies, they should have maternity leave and be able to return to the same jobs, with childcare 

available. They wanted career options equal to men's. 

Women began to be accepted in office and professional jobs. Girls stayed on at school and flooded 

into universities, businesses and the stock exchange, formerly male preserves.  Germaine Greer 

impressed on them that they had rights to decide what they did with their sexuality and bodies, rather 

than this being decided by men. Whereas the Youth Movement and Free Love suggested a new age of 

promiscuity, the majority of women interpreted their new freedom as empowering them to be more 

discriminating in their choice of lifestyle, their relationships, their marriages, their pregnancies and in 

their life roles. They could wear mini-skirts if they wanted to and men who had an opinion about this 

were sexist pigs. Women protesters disrupted the Miss World and Miss Universe competitions, to stop 

women being used as sex objects.  

All this change did not go uncontested. Women entering the workforce competed with and won jobs 

from males. The movie "9 to 5" imagined how women could capture and terrorise a male boss who was 

sexist. Men were also under pressure to change at home. When a man's partner was in a well-paid job, 

perhaps earning more than he was, a man had to re-think what his own contributions to their household 

should be. Chores such as cleaning, cooking and childcare came his way. Women not only were out at 

work but they went out to play. They took further education courses, played sports, had hobbies, joined 

clubs, travelled with other women and had independent social lives. Traditional female pastimes, the 

piano, reciting, sewing and needlework, disappeared. Home tasks were shared more equally. 



The impetus for the second wave burnt out about 1975 when prevention of female access to almost 

every type of job and establishment became a crime. Women could pursue careers in almost every type 

of occupation and expect to share the work at home with their partners, without fear of being 

disadvantaged by their gender. With ground rules enshrined in legislation, the third wave of feminism 

could focus on women's individual experiences and pathways.   

 

 

 

 


