
  

Women & Men in France

A Feminist Perspective



  

1789 : The French Revolution

Women led the march from Paris to Versailles which forced King Louis 
XVI and his family to move to Paris and recognise a new constitution in 
1789.

Women participated in virtually every aspect of the Revolution. Women's 
status in the family, society, and politics had long been debated. In the 
eighteenth century, those who favoured improving the status of women 
insisted primarily on women's right to an education (rather than on the 
right to vote, for instance, which few men enjoyed). Most people often 
took a traditional stance on "the women question"; they viewed women as 
biologically and therefore socially different from men, destined to play 
domestic roles inside the family rather than public, political ones. Among 
the many writers of the Enlightenment, Jean-Jacques Rousseau published 
the most influential works on the subject of women's role in society. 

In his book Emile, he described his vision of an ideal education for women. 
Women should take an active role in the family, Rousseau insisted, by 
breast-feeding and educating their children, but they should not venture to 
take active position outside the home.

In 1791 Olympes de Gouges published “Déclaration des droits de la 
femme et de la citoyenne“ (“Declaration of the Rights of Woman and of 
the [Female] Citizen”), in which she argued that women are citizens as 
much as are men. She went to the guillotine in 1793.

1804: The Napoleonic Code of France considered women to be 
legal minors. A woman's husband controlled her property and, in 
the case of divorce, got the children.



  

1870-1871 : The Franco-Prussian War and the Paris Commune

The War:
On 19 July 1870, France declared war on Prussia. The war was a disaster for 
France, and after a number of major military defeats the Prussians placed 
Paris under a state of siege. The city was blockaded and starved.
On 2 January 1871, the French government capitulated to Prussia. Under the 
treaty German troops were to occupy Paris on 1 March 1871.

The Paris Commune:
On 18 March, the remaining population of Paris and the Paris 
National Guard refused to allow the Germans to enter the city. When 
ordered to do so by the government, they rebelled and seized control 
over the city and the government then fled. On 19 March the people 
of Paris began elections for the Paris Commune, an absolutely 
democratic self-government. All men voted, and in most districts 
women voted, too. 
The Commune began meeting on 28 March: it organized the defence 
of the city and instituted a large number of democratic social reforms. 
On 6 April 1871, the French government and army attacked the 
Commune. The Communards defended the city successfully until 21 
May, when the army broke its way into the city. A week of bloody 
fighting followed, and on 28 May 1871 the last fighters of the 
Commune were killed

Louise Michel:
An anarchist and an unconventional schoolteacher Louise Michel was 
born on 29th May 1830. As a child she developed a great empathy and 
sensitivity to the ones suffering.
Louise Michel, like many others, gave her total self to the Paris 
Commune. She fought on the barricades, devoting herself to the cause and 
the "conquest of freedom". 
In her memoirs, she describes the struggle: "In my mind I feel the soft 
darkness of a spring night. It is May 1871, and I see the red reflection of 
flames. It is Paris afire. That fire is a dawn".
After the fall of the Commune, she was brought to trial, and sentenced to 
lifetime deportation. Later the French Government consented to an 
amnesty for the prisoners of the Paris Commune. In 1880, after six and a 
half years in exile, she went back to France. An activist for a lifetime she 
died on 9th January 1905.



  

1914-1918 : World War I

The War:
The First World War was the beginning of women’s emancipation.  Women 
during World War I contributed a great deal to the war. WWI actually just 
accelerated the trends prevalent in the French society, where women were 
already part of the agricultural and industrial arenas in a large number.

Women at work
“Total war” demanded the mobilization of the entire nation: sending 
hundred thousands men  into the military created a need for new 
workers, a need which could be filled by women. Truly significant 
numbers started work, but the impact of war on women’s 
employment wasn’t just about doing work, for suddenly women 
were able to break into jobs they had previously been frozen out of, 
like heavy industry, munitions, and so on. 
Few types of jobs were not filled by women by the war’s end. In 
France, where women were already a relatively large proportion of 
the workforce, female employment still grew by 20%. 

This opportunity was not sustained when the war came to a close 
women were frequently forced out of jobs being given to returning 
soldiers and the wages were low when compared to men.

Louise de Bettignies  was a French secret agent nicknames 
“The Queen of Spies”. She ran an intelligence network in the 
North of France for the British army. Arrested by the Germans 
on 20 October 1915 near Tournai, she was sentenced to forced 
labour for life on 16 March 1916 in Brussels.

Women and war
The effects of loss and worry felt by the tens of millions of women is often ignored.
By the end of the war in 1918, France had 600,000 war widows, Germany half a million. 
Many women were refugees or remained in their homes and found themselves in occupied territories, where 
they almost always suffered reduced living conditions. Germany forced occupied men and women into 
labouring jobs as the war progressed. 

Women also came under suspicion from conservative elements of society and government, who worried that 
being left without a male presence, and experiencing changing jobs and more freedom, would lead to a moral 
decay among women, such as drinking or smoking more and in public, pre-marital or adulterous sex, use of 
“male” language and more provocative dress.



  

1920 - 1929 « Les années Folles »

« Les années folles » 
After the austerity and bloodshed of World War I, France longed for fun. 
People embraced new lifestyles and new technologies, and discovered a lust 
for extravagance and partying that had the era named Les Années Folles (the 
Roaring Twenties, or the 'mad years'). 

Paris was at the heart of it all, not only in terms of fashion and entertainment, 
but in the domains of decorative art and architecture, artists drew inspiration 
from cubism, modernism and neoclassicism to create the 'total' style we know 
and love today: art deco (term coined thanks to Paris's 1925 Exposition 
Internationale des Arts Décoratifs et Industriels Modernes). 

The main characteristics of the 1920’s were the change in habits and for 
demand of personal freedom. The biggest social change was certainly the 
feminine emancipation. Indeed, most of the women were alone during the 
War, and it changed their status in the society. They learned to live in 
accordance to their aspirations, and how to take responsibilities. 

In the 1920’s, feminine fashion went through a real revolution. The woman’s 
status changed after the War; she was not only looked upon as a housewife 
anymore, but as an active and independent woman. Women showed a true 
will of freeing, they wanted to feel more feminine and liked being in fashion. 
The 1920’s were a new opportunity for women to taste a new freedom, like 
cutting their hair, wearing makeup and perfume, or smoking in public. They 
could dress in accordance with their liking. Thin silhouettes were fashionable 
as well as short dresses, high heels and bare legs. Women abandoned corsets 
and big hats that symbolised the pre-war reserve. Women of the 1920’s 
wanted to get rid of the constraints and remain elegant, what was made 
possible by the great fashion designers like Jeanne Lanvin or Coco Chanel… 

The "Années Folles" were a cultural phenomenon which had 
important repercussions in Paris but did not really disrupt the 
French social structures still remaining stiff. The economic crisis 
of 1929 had a social and political impact that put an end to this 
period of lack of concern and "joie de vivre". Tensions 
increasing between the states and the rise of the nationalism 
were leading to another war.

Nicknamed the Black Venus Josephine Baker was a vocalist, a 
dancer, an actress and an outstanding black woman bellowed during 
the ‘Roaring Twenties’. In a time where African Americans were 
vilified, Baker set her sail for France and settle in Paris. She 
performed show after show on the stages of Paris, eventually 
becoming iconic thanks to her « Banana Dance » and banana skirt.



  

1939-1945 : World War II
The War:

For the nations who were deeply involved in World War II, the war 
effort was total, with women volunteering in huge numbers alongside 
men. At home, women filled traditionally male positions, taking both 
active and supporting positions in factories, government organizations, 
military auxiliaries, resistance groups, and more. While relatively few 
women were at the front lines as combatants, many found themselves 
the victims of bombing campaigns and invading armies. By the end of 
the war, more than 2 million women had worked in war industries. 
Hundreds of thousands had volunteered as nurses or members of home 
defence units, or as full-time members of the military.

Women in the army

As early as 1940, several hundred women joined the Free French 
Army’s ranks in London, but also in North Africa (Algeria, Morocco, 
Tunisia). They enlisted in the three army corps and were present in most 
services. These women carried out essential jobs between 1940 and 
1945, although men often denigrated and underestimated their 
contributions.

Women in the French Resistance

Women played an important role in French resistance to the 
occupying German forces during . Women represented 15 to 20% of 
the total number of  fighters within the country, they also 
represented 15% of political deportations to Nazi-run .

Women as civilians

The Nazi regime targeted all Jews, both men and women, for 
persecution and eventually death. The regime frequently subjected 
women, however, both Jewish and non-Jewish, to brutal persecution 
that was sometimes unique to the gender of the victims. 
Women's everyday lives were mostly made of daily struggle for 
physical survival and fighting to get food, clothing and heating.

Lberation and Women 

Soviet troops raped, killed and mutilated about two million German 
women and about half a million more in Eastern Europe. In Western 
Europe, the French, American and British forces, while not acting as 
brutally, also abused the women of the occupied territories.
In addition, many citizens of nations formerly occupied by the 
Germans, singled out women as the perfect target to show 
their patriotism and hate toward the Nazis and collaborators. 

In France women charged with horizontal collaboration – taking on 
German lovers – were particularly abused. The main punishment was 
head shaving, a form of degradation dating back to the Middle Ages. 
Many of the women, were then paraded through the streets of cities 
frequently with very little clothes on, painted with swastikas and 
smeared in tar.
In many cases the French Resistance tried to prevent the reprisals, 
which were, more often than not, performed by either former minor 
collaborators or those envious of the benefits the women received 
from their German lovers during the occupation. Countless prostitutes 
were punished for entertaining German clients. But some resistance 
groups were vindictive. Fully a third of the civilians executed in acts 
of vengeance at the end of the war in Brittany were women.
As many as 200,000 children were born of he unions between French 
women and German soldiers. After the liberation the French Army 
accompanied the Allies into Germany. There, the French soldiers 
behaved very much in the same way the American soldiers did. 
French soldiers fathered over 10,000 children with German women.



  

Women And War



  

French Women's Emancipation Timeline since 1944

In 1945 Frenchwomen finally enjoyed one of the basic rights of citizenship in a democracy: the right to vote. In1944 Algiers-based politicians 
and leaders of Resistance to the Nazi occupation and collaborationist Vichy regime ended the political deadlock that blocked woman suffrage.

1967 Birth control was legalized thanks to the Neuwirth law, which ended the long-ignored 1920 ban on contraceptive devices for women

During the later 1960s and the 1970s many women discovered or rediscovered Simone de Beauvoir's 1949 feminist classic The Second Sex, and 
as of 1966 they could read a French translation of Betty Friedan's Feminine Mystique (1963). New studies on women's roles in society and the 
workplace were published and authors were surprised by both the size of the market for such books and the publicity they generated.

In 1970 mothers were given equal authority on their children.

1971: Workers should earn the same wages no matter their gender. In 2005 the French national assembly launched a campaign to raise pay for 
women, who despite the law still earn on average 25% less than their male counterparts.

1974: Abortion was made legal thanks to the Veil law
1975: Divorce was made easier.
1992: Sexual Harassment was outlawed
1994: Marital Abuse was outlawed
1999: Gender parity laws stating that all political parties should include equal numbers of men and women on party lists. 

Western European countries have long led the world on gender equality, but the 2012 annual report  issued by the World Economic Forum also 
highlights a surprising trend. One of Europe's most progressive societies lags surprisingly far behind: France.
France ranks 57th in the world for women's equality, behind much of Eastern Europe, as well as Mongolia, Uganda and others.



  

First French Women To Make It To

Marguerite Yourcenar (8 June 1903 – 17 December 1987) 
was a Belgian-born French  and essayist. Winner of the Prix 
Femina  and the Erazmus Prize , she was the first woman 
elected to the “Académie française”, in 1980.

Simone Veil (13 July 1927-) is a French lawyer and 
politician. She was the first woman to be elected 
president of  the European Parliament.
 

Édith Cresson ( 27 January 1934-) is a 
politician . She was the first and so far 
only woman to have held the office of 
Prime Minister .

Laurence Parisot ( 31 August 1959-) was the first 
woman to be elected head of the MEDEF   
employers' union.
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