
Trams have profoundly affected the lives of women as consumers of public
transport, though they were for long excluded from the process of providing
tramway services. Male entrepreneurs and/or planners and drivers predomi-
nated and until recently transport history and the history of technology focused
on this ‘male’ side of the transport business. However, rapid progress in
gender history has changed the focus of historical research in general and
led to new avenues of enquiry in the history of technology. It has become
impossible to understand technology and technological change in terms of
its traditional narrow definition as male-dominated territory. And a new con-
sensus urges us to study not only the production but also the consumption of
technology.1 This article supports that approach. Looking at electric tramways
and their passengers from 1881 to 1990, it studies the impact of gender on
both the supply and the demand sides of public transport in Germany.

Historical research in general and on women in particular has concentrated
mainly on the industrial workplace2 as a production area or on the home3 as a
site of consumption. The dichotomy between the ‘public’ and the ‘private’ was
the ideal of the bourgeois society of the nineteenth century, and it has guided
historical research into gender relations. Recently scholars have started to
insist on re-examining such dichotomies. In fact, a closer look makes it clear
that we ought to differentiate the traditional ascription men = work = public
and women = non-work = private.4 The analysis of tramway history goes a
step further by overcoming these dichotomies and showing their inadequacy
for the study of gender relations. Tramways as new technology offered a new
form of space within the city which was neither fully public nor wholly
private. For the brief duration of the journey women and men alike were
confined together within a narrow, intimate space. Trams constitute an almost
unique opportunity to analyse how ‘gender’ was constructed in an interrelated
process of ‘male’ and ‘female’ behaviour and experience.

In the recent past it has become obvious that space is heavily involved in
shaping society in general and particularly in constructing gender relations.
Women’s experience of walking around is different from that of men. Their
behaviour is more often influenced by an area’s unsavoury reputation.5

Different gender identities are strongly shaped by different places and the
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different experience of space in them. The tramcar is one place which enables
us to study the interrelations of urban space, transport technology and the
formation of gender identities.

The first part of the article deals with the users of public transport. It
emphasises the travelling habits of women and men. Questions are raised
about the noticeable differences in the way women and men experience
travel and I try to explain the origins of these gendered differences. The sec-
ond part turns to the providers of public transport, focusing in particular on
tram drivers. Although this occupation used to be a traditionally male one,
with a strong masculine identity, women have begun to occupy the driving
seat. The third and last part is about the planners of public transport. These
people, mainly men, have played a crucial role creating the transport struc-
tures which have often shaped the differences between women’s and men’s
experience of travel.

Travelling

Gender differences in travelling by tram were already very visible in the nine-
teenth century. Male passengers would often jump on or off the vehicle while
it was still moving. Women in their long, wide skirts were unable to do so
easily, least of all when the tram was still in motion.6 On the contrary, they
had to be helped by the conductor up on to or off the high end-platform at
stops. The Munich tramway company remarked in 1891, ‘jumping on and off
the moving vehicle is unquestionably accompanied by an element of risk, but
it is the routine practice of male and younger passengers or those whose agility
allows it’.7 There was a major debate about this safety problem from the mid-
1880s onwards. A survey of German cities (Berlin, Dresden, Frankfurt a.M,
Hamburg, Leipzig and Munich) from 1889 revealed that every tramway
company was engaged in a campaign against the habit. Public transport com-
panies issued safety regulations outlawing the dangerous practice. Hamburg
and Leipzig, for example, tried to restrict attempts to board a moving tram-
car to the nearside rear entrance.8 The Munich police department tried to fol-
low up this regulation in 1891 with the additional proviso that people should
be allowed to get on and off only at proper stops. But the tramway company
rejected the idea.9 The management tried to find a technical solution, such as
making the entrances wider and fitting grab handles outside the car to make
mishaps less likely.

This particular habit was not inevitably connected with a certain technology.
It had been a problem in horse-drawn days, but electrification in the late 1890s
brought no improvement in the situation. Complaints about reckless young
men and accidents did not cease in the inter-war period despite regulations
forbidding the practice after 1900.10 Not until the mid-1950s did the habit of
jumping on or off a moving tram come to an end when the older models were
replaced by a new generation of cars with hydraulically operated doors and
enclosed platforms. Nevertheless in 1950 the transport services of Dresden
were still complaining about young men joyriding on the trams.11 Obviously,
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such behaviour must be understood as part of an intra-male construction
of masculinity. Jumping on and off trams was a display of masculinity. From
a transport historian’s point of view, it is noteworthy that even such everyday
technology as the design of tramcars was affected by the construction of
gender identity.

A second way of examining gender in relation to tramways is through pas-
senger analysis. Early twentieth-century statistical data show that in Munich
between twice as many and four times as many men as women travelled by
tram. Interestingly, the local police produced these statistics as a consequence
of accidents on and around the trams. They questioned every person on the
car involved in an accident. Those injured were much more likely to be men
than women. During 1912 seventy-eight people were injured in accidents,
only seventeen of them women. The statistical data reveal not only the num-
ber of passengers but also their occupations. The figures reveal that only a
few passengers were workmen. Most belonged to the middle class, for
example postmen, tradesmen or civil servants. Even members of the upper
class such as an industrialist (Fabrikant), a judge and the wife of a man of
private means were found travelling by tram.12 Obviously public transport
was not meant for the mass of working people until the inter-war period.
At the turn of the century a flyer put out by Social Democratic Party activists
in Munich showed how tramways could benefit that sector of the public:
‘Public health experts are also in favour of the measure [to keep fares cheap],
so that people with limited incomes can at least enjoy some fresh air beyond
the dust of the city for an hour or two on Sundays and holidays.’13

Before the First World War public opinion regarded trams as far less con-
venient for women than for men. A newspaper article of 1897 said:

While the leading physiologists and psychologists may say that the mascu-
line sex and the feminine sex have the same brain power, a tram conductor
will never acknowledge it. The gentler sex, with its nervous haste in board-
ing or getting off a tram, its forgetfulness and its lesser regard for the value
of time, will make double the work for the conductor.14

Whereas men formed the majority of passengers up to the First World
War, the 1920s saw a more and more equal representation of women. In par-
ticular, the ‘modern woman’ of the Weimar era led to a change in the public
image of women which also affected their use of public transport. With the
introduction of the typewriter in the 1890s offices slowly became feminised
in the early years of the twentieth century. There followed a considerable
growth in the number of women working as clerks. Between 1907 and 1925
the number of female clerks tripled in Germany, and the trend continued into
the mid-1930s.15 In 1931 the professional association of female civil servants
alone commanded a membership of 100,000 (mainly in the postal and tele-
phone services).16 The new office jobs in the cities meant that women became
more visible in public about this time, although the overall percentage of
women working did not rise very much. They were using public transport
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not only for the journey to work but also for the new leisure activities that
were opening up, such as going to the cinema or shopping.

The 1950s marked another change in the gendered use of trams. During
the early years of the Motor Age men were the first to take to cars. Contem-
porary transport experts declared that ‘even though in future fathers may all
drive to work in their own cars, public transport remains crucial for their
wives who have to do the shopping and for the older children in getting to
secondary school’.17 In 1976 a survey revealed that in the Ruhr women aged
between twenty and fifty-nine used the different modes of transport in the
following proportions: 30 per cent drove a car, 11 per cent were front-seat
passengers and 59 per cent went by public transport, by bicycle or on foot.
It is clear that men drove more (60 per cent), were less often car passengers
(4 per cent) and did not frequent public transport (36 per cent). In 1992 the
gender ratio was still intact but had shifted considerably towards greater car
use (women 43 per cent, men 69 per cent).18 By this time public transport in
general and trams in particular had gradually become a social service to allow
mobility to fringe groups in society, among whom women were numbered.
The late 1970s and early 1980s saw the first scientific investigations of dif-
ferences in the mobility patterns of men and women. The severely polluted
and traffic-congested state of the cities meant that specialists became aware
of the need to understand the mobility patterns of city dwellers if they were
to improve traffic movement and the quality of urban life. Passengers and
road users were no longer an unknown quantity. The new investigations
showed that there were big differences between men and women, elderly
people and children, the working population and those not working. In 1974
(‘Infas Erhebung’) it became clear that 77 per cent of men and only 35 per
cent of women held a driving licence.19 The remainder of the population
relied on public transport.

But it was not just a question of access to means of transport. Women
adopted different patterns of travel for reasons of personal safety. Since trans-
port planners and local governments were blissfully unaware of this issue until
the 1980s, historians have had to use considerable imagination to locate
sources for earlier years. Some indication of relations between passengers and
the conductors is to be found in the records of disciplinary procedures for
tramway personnel. But a surprisingly small number of incidents involved
relations with passengers. In Munich between 1919 and 1933 two conductors
were dismissed for assaulting women, one for pushing a women’s knee down
(she was sitting with her legs crossed) and one for a sexual offence.20 From the
evidence available, it is likely that male conductors more often assisted than
threatened women passengers’ safety in the public realm. As employees of the
company they had to follow a code of behaviour which embraced not only the
official regulations but also general social relations between men and women.
In this sense the tramcar functioned as a protected and highly controlled pub-
lic space where social behaviour and codes were implemented.

Little research has been done as yet on the history of public transport in
Germany under Allied and Soviet occupation between 1945 and 1948. In
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periods of crisis traditional social codes often cease to be effective. Accord-
ing to the director of the tramway company in Dresden in 1945, because of
extended service hours:

Our female conductors have to work longer in the evenings and for that rea-
son are more exposed to danger. Both they and female passengers have been
threatened with guns on the trams. Recently a woman passenger was
dragged from the car and away into the darkness. A female conductor was
threatened with a gun and dragged to an apartment, where she was raped.
After finally being released at 1.30 at night, she encountered a group of sol-
diers and was again raped three times.21

Attacks like these were not uncommon at the time in German cities. Such inci-
dents, which until recently have received scant attention, must be understood
in the context of female experiences in occupied Germany. It is important to
note, however, that the general power relationship between men and women
affects the working conditions of female conductors and the experiences
of passengers in the worst possible way at times of crisis. In Munich a woman
conductor reported in 1947, ‘While on duty I had to put up with Americans
wiping their boots on my uniform.’22 And in August 1947 there were seven cases
of drunken Americans molesting women passengers by tearing them from their
seats.23 Such evidence suggests that the Second World War was not only a time
of systematic destruction of transport networks through bombing but also a
period in which the gendered nature of transport can be studied very well.

In the 1980s, as more and more people travelled by car, it became obvious
that public transport remained the principal means of transport for women
and was still not safe for them. It was not just the ghastly silence (‘unheim-
liche Stille’) that inspired fear. Badly designed stations and empty trams or
Underground carriages seemed to invite violence, homeless persons and
alcoholics. Although no rise in the crime figures was evident from police
records, women increasingly avoided public transport, especially in the
evenings.24 Some companies tried to set up taxi services for women passen-
gers at night25 and began to improve their security arrangements. From 1974
to 1983 there was a special police force in Munich, the so-called ‘black sher-
iffs’, to improve security on the Underground. They were not well received
by the public, and rumours suggested that they were themselves not unknown
to harass lone female passengers. In 1989 the local government changed the
policy and installed the U-Bahn-Wache (Underground police force) in a bid
to improve security on public transport. Officially part of the Munich local
government, the new force enjoyed a better reputation and seemed more
trustworthy and generally friendlier. At the same time, station design was
improved to include better lighting and fewer hiding places for potential
criminals and rapists.26 Security statistics in fact show a considerable decline
in minor offences, down roughly 50–70 per cent by the end of the year.27

Public transport is a place where the interaction of technology and society
can be analysed. It is the technology that produces a ‘semi-public space’
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where social behaviour is determined and controlled. Furthermore – as the
topic of security showed – technology is not gender-neutral. The tramway as
a technological artefact was not the same thing either for female and male
passengers or for male and female drivers. It supported the hierarchical
ordering of gender differences. But eventually awareness of that interrelation
led to a social shaping of technology and technological change.

Working

Traditionally men dominated the supply side of urban public transport. They
planned the systems, ran the enterprises and drove the vehicles. In fact, trans-
port technology was, and to a degree still is, a male dominion.28 While women
drivers are now a familiar sight in towns the admission of women to a men’s
world has been only gradual. Certainly women have always been an impor-
tant part of the work force in Germany, not least in transport enterprises. Up
to the First World War, however, they were segregated, employed merely as
track cleaners, ‘pointsmen’ for basic signalling or as general cleaners.29

As in many other fields, the First World War was the point of entry to
men’s jobs, given the wartime shortage of drivers and conductors. In this
situation public transport undertakings (e.g. in Berlin, Bremen, Hamburg,
Munich, etc.) for the first time hired women for the more responsible posi-
tions of driver and conductor. But as conducting, let alone driving, was not
generally seen as suitable work for females, they were dismissed when the
war was over. Not all the companies lost interest in female staff, however,
and aptitude tests were introduced for women. In the 1910s and 1920s it
was quite common to run such tests on men, because at the time psychology
was emerging as a novel science with a great interest in promoting these tests.
Scientists – and there was not a woman among them – striving to establish
themselves, came up with new so-called psychotechnical methods of testing
suitability for jobs.30

Analyses of these psychotechnical tests show how differences between men
and women were constructed. The stated differences did not emerge from
scientific tests, as no measurable biological differences could be shown
between women and men regarding the jobs in question. On the contrary,
tests produced socially shaped perceptions of women and men. The main
indicator of aptitude for driving was reaction time. It was tested on a machine
where the subject had to press a button as soon as he or she saw a point of
light on a screen. Not surprisingly, a test from 1920 detected no significant
difference between men and women, if anything the women’s results were
better.31 Yet scientists spoke of remarkable differences. On the one hand they
emphasised the influence of menstruation on attention and reaction. The
assertion was unsupported by evidence: the researchers asked for more funds
to conduct further studies. On the other they claimed remarkable ‘psycho-
logical’ differences in the behaviour of women observed in the context of the
test. Men, it was argued, were generally more interested and more attentive.
Women were nervous about the technical apparatus and were said to behave

O
n the tram

s

65



childishly and foolishly. The researchers underlined these results with the so-
called ‘experiences’ of women drivers during the war, suggesting that women
were too weak to work the brake handle with one hand.32 In fact, technical
ineptitude was seen as the decisive argument against women as drivers:

While every man wants to understand the connection between levers, buttons
and the function of the machine, women could not care less. Later training
about technical details reveals far less mechanical and technical understand-
ing among the women. … While driving, women miss the quiet way of work-
ing which is characteristic of the good driver. Often they start driving away,
and then brake sharply and too late. … Unexpected street hazards lead to loud
screams, while a sudden helplessness descends, and all the requisite gear
changes, however familiar, are forgotten or at least not done properly.33

Other objections raised to the employment of female drivers were a diag-
nosed lack of natural authority and the inclination of women to chat rather
than work:

It seems to be an ordeal for women drivers to work silently. They prefer to
start talking to passengers, but if there happens to be a woman colleague on
the car they are chatting away all the time. They listen in to passengers’ con-
versations, and all too easily the woman driver is tempted to join in when the
talk is no business of hers, or at least to turn round and see who is speaking.34

This research led to the conclusion that women were not suitable for dri-
ving jobs at all. In 1940 a new law even banned women drivers altogether,
which is interesting because again a wartime shortage of men had led the
transport concerns to consider women for the job.35 In fact not long after the
law was passed women were again to be seen driving trams and buses, hav-
ing been given special permission owing to the acute shortage of men. Inter-
estingly private truck driving was never forbidden. Meanwhile conducting
slowly became a female job, even though conductresses had to cope with the
same technology as drivers. They not only had to sell and check tickets but
were also responsible for technical matters like braking (each end of the car
had its own brake handle), reversing and controlling the doors. They also had
to replace the trolley pole when it escaped from the overhead wire. Even
experienced conductresses who had had to quit at the end of the First World
War were retrained in the late 1930s and, unlike the women drivers, were
allowed to stay on after the Second.36 The exigencies of wartime led to many
women being taken on a second time as drivers and conductresses as men
were called up for military service.

In the mid-1950s there was another shortage of drivers, because men were
attracted to better paid jobs in industry, which was experiencing a boom.
This time it was not a temporary phenomenon. In fact it was the start of per-
manent appointments of women drivers in Germany. Public transport under-
takings now sought special permission for conductresses to be allowed to
learn to drive, leading to a revival of the debate about aptitude. Once more
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the female body and psyche were being tested. In contrast to the First World
War, the experience with women drivers in the Second was ajudged a suc-
cess.37 By now technological developments had lightened the physical
demands of the job, and this was seen as crucial in enabling women to drive
public service vehicles.38 But the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs
(Arbeits- und Sozialministerium), the Union of Civil Servants (Gewerkschaft
öffentlicher Dienst, Transport und Verkehr, ÖTV) and exponents of occu-
pational health had reservations. They voiced the old concern that women
were physically and mentally unsuited to drive trams and buses. Local
authorities and transport undertakings had to overcome considerable resis-
tance before the first women drivers were employed, in Duisburg, in 1960.
Munich followed in 1965 after protracted debate. Newspapers were keenly
interested in the new drivers and printed photographs of attractive women,
stressing the femininity they retained even at the controls of a tramcar. They
headlined ‘Ladies at the wheel’ and ‘Steering with a gentle touch’.39

By the 1970s the gender debate had changed completely. The difference
between the sexes was now all in favour of the women:

Men want variety, at times they are skyrocketing in their desire to move on.
Women prefer to preserve the given. And this may very well constitute good
grounds for the appointment of women drivers. … Women may be more
suited to the defensive way of driving popular nowadays and thus may be
ideal to meet today’s call for safety in driving.40

In 1972 women were at long last legally permitted to drive.41 But new laws
did not bring major change. By the end of the 1980s only 6 per cent of
drivers on German public transport were women.42 The figure bears interna-
tional comparison. For instance, in Britain transport officials in Nottingham
mentioned a ratio of one woman to forty men bus drivers in 1984.43

Apparently the dominance of a masculine occupational environment that
excluded women in the past continues to do so to a certain extent today. In
this context, masculinity implies various socially shaped factors. Firstly the
male body was automatically associated with greater physical strength and
therefore better suited to the rigours of driving a heavy vehicle. But it was not
only the hypothetical physical strength that mattered, as the male physique
also implied better mental readiness. Men were built to handle ‘big tech-
nology’ such as streetcars.

Secondly the male occupational identity was supported by male behav-
ioural patterns and service regulations. At first the performance of drivers
was regulated by a military-style code of conduct. It was not only military
‘fitness’ that enabled men to drive: in 1901 military salutes and a military
code of conduct were part of the conditions of employment in public trans-
port in Germany. Uniform was compulsory. In fact during the nineteenth
century public transport uniforms were modelled on army uniform.44 After
the Second World War the rules on dress were much more relaxed. On warm
days drivers were allowed to take off their jacket and cap. In 1975 there was
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a complete break with tradition as new uniforms were introduced which no
longer harked back to the militarism of the past.

Yet for women the association was never strong. During World War I
conductresses were issued with uniforms for the first time. Interestingly, the
result was considered more amusing than impressive: neither proudly mili-
tary nor feminine in appearance.45 This situation changed under the Nazi
regime. Indeed, in the 1930s ‘The leaders of the Third Reich sanctioned
much better uniforms for women. Deep blue waisted jackets went along with
matching small caps that sat smartly on the hairstyle. Both suggested nice
figures that encouraged musicians to write popular songs about them.’46

Up to the 1970s uniforms reflected the female shape and accentuated ‘femi-
ninity’. This led to a different role and appearance in public compared with
men. Because of this peculiar dress code women exerted less authority.

Planning

Finally this article briefly reflects upon the implications of the gendered
structure of the planning professions. A German analysis of transport under-
takings, traffic sciences, planners, transport authorities, unions, associations
and corporations showed, in 1987, that only 1·3 per cent of senior positions
were held by women.47 Women were severely underrepresented in the deci-
sion making of urban transport systems and have remained so to the present.
Prior to the 1950s planning did not discuss gender-specific needs. It dealt
only with street capacities, extensions of public transport and managing
traffic flows. Passengers, drivers, cyclists or pedestrians were no more than
asexual statistics. From the 1950s, however, transport planners began to
recognise women’s needs. The main concern was women as housewives and
their anticipated requirement for shopping facilities: ‘Generally, the con-
struction of new residential areas has to pay more attention to the fact that
women want to do the shopping in their own neighbourhood.’48

The reality of transport systems, however, disclosed another pattern. The
gendered composition of the planning profession led to a preference for
transport structures suited to middle-class men in cars, because the planners
themselves belonged to that social group. Their ‘windscreen outlook’ or
‘windscreen view’ was responsible for street planning focused on private cars
used mainly by male commuters. Public transport systems also fitted in this
scheme. In the 1960s and 1970s they were designed to facilitate the journey
to work, preferably by Underground. They were meant not only to speed the
journey from the (middle-class) suburban housing areas to the place of work
in the city centre but also to clear the streets of trams and make more room
for cars. Such planning, obviously, neglected the fact that non-working
women especially could have a different experience of and different need for
public transport.49

Only when women themselves became planners or architects in the 1980s
was there a shift towards recognising mobility patterns other than those of
commuting men. This trend was not merely a German but an international
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development. In the United States and the United Kingdom too the 1980s
saw the publication of the first studies of women and transport. They
revealed interesting similarities in female mobility patterns around the
(industrial) world.50 But the arrival of women as planners has not brought
homogeneity. A recent critical study of the gendered nature of planning in
Germany still points out major differences in planning attitudes between
women and men: ‘while women base their plans on local needs and relations
between people, men base their plans on vast buildings and acres of impres-
sive space. Transport planning, dominated largely by men, also demonstrates
this telling dominance of large-scale thought.’51

Conclusion

The analysis of gender relations in urban public transport, especially in
relation to tramways, in Germany since 1881 has provided a useful means of
combining the theoretical approach of the ‘production–consumption func-
tion’ and overcoming the concept of gender dichotomies. Further, it has
opened up a new perspective on the impact of space in forming gender iden-
tities and shaping gender relations. Last but not least it has revealed the
influence of an everyday technology on the construction of gender.

It is important to understand that women and men have different patterns
of travel. Around 1900 tramways were used mainly by men. That was to
change between the wars, when more and more women used them. The
advent of mass car ownership in the 1950s has left women more dependent
on deteriorating public transport while men have taken to their cars. Further,
the differences between the travel patterns of women and men can be
explained by the ‘transported body’. The human body has to establish a
special relationship with transport technology. In a sense, it has to fuse with
transport technology, producing a new physical sensation of movement.52

Female and male bodies were shaped differently by role expectations at the
time (on or around the tramcars, etc.). For instance, it was recognised as no
easy matter for women in skirts to jump on or off a tram. Women have also
become more vulnerable on public transport, particularly when alone in
times of upheaval, as the immediate post-war period demonstrated.

Historically, women have been scarcely visible among the work force of
urban public transport. The lack of women tram drivers can be explained by
the fact that the occupation was strongly linked with and formed by male
identity and ideology. Women were not regarded as physically or mentally
capable of handling such heavy vehicles. ‘Big technology’ was only for men.
Women were thus admitted to the job only temporarily in times of man-
power scarcity. The gender construction of the occupation was so strong and
persistent that it has hindered women from driving trams and buses to the
present day.

Public transport systems in cities have always been a part of the public sphere.
As such they have often been considered ‘masculine’. This research reveals,
however, that certain spaces in the city such as the interior of a tramcar cannot
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be assigned definitely to either the public or the private sphere. This outcome
helps efforts to overcome the traditional dichotomy of public and private
spheres that has often been taken for granted in historical research. Men and
women were not segregated in these special spaces. From the passenger’s point
of view the tram was neither a workplace nor a household, it was a place where
women and men met outside their ‘traditional’ spheres. Here it is possible to
study the construction of gender differences. Urban public transport enforced
differences between the sexes as a public service. Men and women behaved dif-
ferently when taking the tram. Men had to offer a woman their seat, while
women were forbidden the upper deck. After the Second World War public
transport became a place of fear where women were the victims of sexual
harassment and other forms of violence.

Transport planners, albeit often overlooked, were successful in constituting
themselves as a group of experts. They were largely responsible for con-
structing the new public space and for the technology of vehicles and tracks.
They were as much, maybe more, involved in producing transport technology
as the public undertakings and private enterprises were. The outcomes of the
planning process have clearly affected the demand side, passengers and their
cultural behaviour. Up to the 1980s planning was almost exclusively by men
to meet men’s needs. The profession reinforced the gendered structure of
modern mobility patterns and supported the gendering of transport without
showing it.
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