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1940, the majority of 11.5 million employed women were working as blue-collar, 
domestic, or service workers out of economic necessity (Gluck 1987). White and 
Black women’s entry into defense jobs signaled a major breakthrough. One fourth 
of all White women and nearly 40% of Black women were wage earners who had 
previously worked in lower-paid clerical, service, or manufacturing jobs.

By 1944, 16% of working women held jobs in war industries. At the height of 
wartime production, the number of married women in the workplace outnumbered 
single working women for the first time in U.S. labor history. Almost one in three 
women defense workers were former full-time homemakers. In Los Angeles, women 
made up 40% of the aircraft production workforce.

These heavy industry jobs may have paid better, but the jobs held an important 
symbolic value: these jobs were men’s jobs. After the war, although the proportion 
of women workers in durable manufacturing increased in many cities, many women 
were forced back into low-paying, female-dominated occupations (Gluck 1987) or 
back to their homes.

Labor force participation rates have steadily increased for White, Black, and His-
panic women since World War II (see Table 9.2). In 2012, 72.6 million or 58% of 
women aged 16 years or older were labor force participants (working or looking for 
work) (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 2014b). Women dominated financial (53%), 

All Women
White 

Women 
Black 

Women 
Hispanic 
Women 

1930 24.3 n.a. n.a. n.a.

1940 25.4 n.a. n.a. n.a.

1950 31.4 n.a. n.a. n.a.

1960 37.1 36.2 n.a. n.a.

1970 41.6 42.6 49.5 n.a.

1980 51.5 51.2 53.1 47.4

1990 57.5 57.4 58.3 53.1

2000 59.9 59.5 63.1 57.5

2010 58.6 58.5 59.9 56.5

2020 
Projected

57.1 56.9 57.9 56.1

SOURCE: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 2012; U.S. Census Bureau 1951, 1960, 1966.

NOTE: n.a. = not available.

Table 9.2  �Civilian labor force participation rates (%) for White, Black, and Hispanic 
women, 1930–2020


