
A FLAPPER'S APPEAL TO PARENTS 
BY ELLEN WELLES PAGE  

 
The following article by Ellen Welles Page appeared in Outlook magazine on December 6, 1922. The 
illustrations which accompany this piece did not accompany the original article, but are added here for 
your viewing pleasure. Also, please note: the term "make love" meant to "sweet talk" someone in the 
1920's - it did not have it's current meaning. Language, like fashions and music, has also changed over 
time.  

 

If one judge by appearances, I suppose I am a flapper. I am within the age 

limit. I wear bobbed hair, the badge of flapperhood. (And, oh, what a comfort it is!), I 
powder my nose. I wear fringed skirts and bright-colored sweaters, and scarfs, and waists 
with Peter Pan collars, and low- heeled "finale hopper" shoes. I adore to dance. I spend a 
large amount of time in automobiles. I attend hops, and proms, and ball-games, and crew 
races, and other affairs at men's colleges. But none the less some of the most 
thoroughbred superflappers might blush to claim sistership or even remote relationship 
with such as I. I don't use rouge, or lipstick, or pluck my eyebrows. I don't smoke (I've 
tried it, and don't like it), or drink, or tell "peppy stories." I don't pet. And, most 
unpardonable infringement of all the rules and regulations of Flapperdom, I haven't a 
line! But then--there are many degrees of flapper. There is the semi-flapper; the flapper; 
the superflapper. Each of these three main general divisions has its degrees of variation. I 
might possibly be placed somewhere in the middle of the first class. 

I think every one realizes by this time that there has been a marked change in our much-discussed tactics. Jazz has 
been modified, and probably will continue to be until it has become obsolete. Petting is gradually growing out of 
fashion through being overworked. Yes, undoubtedly our hopeless condition is improving. But it was not for 
discussing these aspects of the case that began this article. 

I want to beg all you parents, and grandparents, and friends, and teachers, and preachers--you who constitute the 
"older generation"--to overlook our shortcomings, at least for the present, and to appreciate our virtues. I wonder 
if it ever occurred to any of you that it required brains to become and remain a successful flapper? Indeed it does! 
It requires an enormous amount of cleverness and energy to keep going at the proper pace. It requires self- 
knowledge and self-analysis. We must know our capabilities and limitations. We must be constantly on the alert. 
Attainment of flapperhood is a big and serious undertaking! 

"Brains?" you repeat, skeptically."Then why aren't they used to better advantage?" That is exactly it! And do you 
know who is largely responsible for all this energy's being spent in the wrong directions? You! You parents,and 
grandparents, and friends, and teachers, and preachers--all of you! "The war!" you cry. "It is the effect of the 
war!" And then you blame prohibition. Yes! Yet it is you who set the example there! But this is my point: Instead 
of helping us work out our problems with constructive, sympathetic thinking and acting, you have muddled them 
for us more hopelessly with destructive public condemnation and denunciation. 

Think back to the time when you were struggling through the teens. Remember how spontaneous and deep were 
the joys, how serious and penetrating the sorrows. Most of us, under the present system of modern education, 
are further advanced and more thoroughly developed mentally, physically, and vocationally than were our 
parents at our age. We hold the infinite possibilities of the myriads of new inventions within our grasp. We have 
learned to take for granted conveniences, and many luxuries, which not so many years ago were as yet 
undreamed of. We are in touch with the whole universe. We have a tremendous problem on our hands. You must 
help us. Give us confidence--not distrust. Give us practical aid and advice--not criticism. Praise us when praise is 
merited. Be patient and understanding when we make mistakes. 
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We are the Younger Generation. The war tore away our spiritual foundations and challenged our faith. We are 
struggling to regain our equilibrium. The times have made us older and more experienced than you were at our 
age. It must be so with each succeeding generation if it is to keep pace with the rapidly advancing and mighty tide 
of civilization. Help us to put our knowledge to the best advantage. Work with us! That is the way! Outlets for this 
surplus knowledge and energy must be opened. Give us a helping hand. 

Youth has many disillusionments. Spiritual forces begin to be felt. The emotions are frequently in a state of 
upheaval, struggling with one another for supremacy. And Youth does not understand. There is no one to turn to--
no one but the rest of Youth, which is as perplexed and troubled with its problems as ourselves. Everywhere we 
read and hear the criticism and distrust of older people toward us. It forms an insurmountable barrier between 
us. How can we turn to them? 

In every person there is a desire, an innate longing, toward some special goal or achievement. Each of us has his 
place to fill. Each of us has his talent--be it ever so humble. And our hidden longing is usually for that for which 
nature equipped us. Any one will do best and be happiest doing that which he really likes and for which he is 
fitted. In this "age of specialists," as it has been called, there is less excuse than ever for persons being shoved into 
niches in which they do not belong and cannot be made to fit. The lives of such people are great tragedies. That is 
why it is up to you who have the supervision of us of less ripe experience to guide us sympathetically, and to help 
us find, encourage, and develop our special abilities and talents. Study us. Make us realize that you respect us as 
fellow human beings, that you have confidence in us, and, above all, that you expect us to live up to the highest 
ideals, and to the best that is in us. 

It must begin with individuals. Parents, study your children. Talk to them more intimately. 
Respect their right to a point of view. Be so understanding and sympathetic that they will 
turn to you naturally and trustfully with their glowing joys or with their heartaches and 
tragedies. Youth has many of the latter because Youth takes itself so seriously. And so 
often the wounds go unconfessed, and, instead of gradually healing, become more and 
more gnawing through suppression until of necessity relief is sought in some way which is 
not always for the best. 

Mothers, become acquainted with your children. Be the understanding, loving, happy 
comrade of your daughter. Become her ideal. And strive to live up to the ideal you set for 
the woman who is to become your son's wife. Be his chum. Be young with him. Oh, what a 
powerful and wonderful influence you are capable of exerting if you only will! 

Fathers, find out what is within the minds and hearts and souls of your children. There is a 
wonderful, an interesting, and a sacred treasure-house there if you will take the time and 

pain to explore. The key is yours in return for patient understanding, sympathetic encouragement, and kindly 
wisdom. Make love to your daughter if necessary! Make her realize the depth of your love and make her feel that 
you have confidence in her ability to live up to your standards of upright womanhood. Be your son's best pal. 
Make his interests your interests. Encourage him to formulate a workable philosophy of life. And remember this: 
A little merited praise means so much! A little encouragement goes such a long way! 

Oh, parents, parents everywhere, point out to us the ideals of truly glorious and upright living! Believe in us, that 
we may learn to believe in ourselves, in humanity, in God! Be the living examples of your teachings, that you may 
inspire us with hope and courage, understanding and truth, love and faith. Remember that we are the parents of 
the future. Help us to be worthy of the sacred trust that will be ours. Make your lives such an inspiration to us that 
we in our turn will strive to become an inspiration to our children and to the ages! Is it too much to ask? 
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FLAPPER JANE 
BY BRUCE BLIVEN  

 
The following article by Bruce Bliven appeared in The New Republic on 
September 9, 1925. The illustrations which accompany this piece did not 
accompany the original magazine article, but are added here for your 
amusement.  

 
Jane's a flapper. That is a quaint, old-fashioned term, but I hope you 

remember its meaning. As you can tell by her appellation, Jane is 19. If she 

were 29, she would be Dorothy; 39, Doris; 49, Elaine; 59, Jane again--and so 

on around. This Jane, being 19, is a flapper, though she urgently denies that 

she is a member of the younger generation. The younger generation, she will 

tell you, is aged 15 to 17; and she professes to be decidedly shocked at the 

things they do and say. That is a fact which would interest her minister, if he 

knew it--poor man, he knows so little! For he regards Jane as a perfectly 

horrible example of wild youth--paint, cigarettes, cocktails, petting parties--

oooh! Yet if the younger generation shocks her as she says, query: how wild 

is Jane? 

Before we come to this exciting question, let us take a look at the young person as she strolls across the lawn of 

her parents' suburban home, having just put the car away after driving sixty miles in two hours. She is, for one 

thing, a very pretty girl. Beauty is the fashion in 1925. She is frankly, heavily made up, not to imitate nature, but 

for an altogether artificial effect--pallor mortis, poisonously scarlet lips, richly ringed eyes--the latter looking not 

so much debauched (which is the intention) as diabetic. Her walk duplicates the swagger supposed by innocent 

America to go with the female half of a Paris Apache dance. And there are, finally, her clothes. 

These were estimated the other day by some statistician to weigh two pounds. Probably a libel; I doubt they come 

within half a pound of such bulk. Jane isn't wearing much, this summer. If you'd like to know exactly, it is: one 

dress, one step-in, two stockings, two shoes. 

A step-in, if you are 99 and 44/1OOths percent ignorant, is underwear--one piece, light, exceedingly brief but 

roomy. Her dress, as you can't possibly help knowing if you have even one good eye, and get around at all outside 

the Old People's Home, is also brief. It is cut low where it might be high, and vice versa. The skirt comes just an 

inch below her knees, overlapping by a faint fraction her rolled and twisted stockings. The idea is that when she 

walks in a bit of a breeze, you shall now and then observe the knee (which is not rouged--

that's just newspaper talk) but always in an accidental, Venus-surprised-at-the-bath sort of 

way. This is a bit of coyness which hardly fits in with Jane's general character. 

Jane's haircut is also abbreviated. She wears of course the very newest thing in bobs, even 

closer than last year's shingle. It leaves her just ahout no hair at all in the back, and 20 

percent more than that in the front--about as much as is being worn this season by a cellist 

(male); less than a pianist; and much, much less than a violinist. Because of this new style, 

one can confirm a rumor heard last year: Jane has ears. 

The corset is as dead as the dodo's grandfather; no feeble publicity pipings by the 

manufacturers, or calling it a "clasp around" will enable it, as Jane says, to "do a Lazarus." 

The petticoat is even more defunct. Not even a snicker can be raised by telling Jane that 

once the nation was shattered to its foundations by the shadow-skirt. The brassiere has 

been abandoned, since 1924. While stockings are usually worn, they are not a sine-qua-nothing-doing. In hot 

weather Jane reserves the right to discard them, just as all the chorus girls did in 1923. As stockings are only a 
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frantic, successful attempt to duplicate the color and texture of Jane's own sunburned slim legs, few but expert 

boulevardiers can tell the difference. 

These which I have described are Jane's clothes, but they are not merely a flapper uniform. They are The Style, 

Summer of 1925 Eastern Seaboard. These things and none other are being worn by all of Jane's sisters and her 

cousins and her aunts. They are being worn by ladies who are three times Jane's age, and look ten years older; by 

those twice her age who look a hundred years older. Their use is so universal that in our larger cities the baggage 

transfer companies one and all declare they are being forced into bankruptcy. Ladies who used to go away for the 

summer with six trunks can now pack twenty dainty costumes in a bag. 

Not since 1820 has feminine apparel been so frankly abbreviated as at present; and never, on this side of the 

Atlantic, until you go back to the little summer frocks of Pocahontas. This year's styles have gone quite a long step 

toward genuine nudity. Nor is this merely the sensible half of the population dressing as everyone ought to, in hot 

weather. Last winter's styles weren't so dissimilar, except that they were covered up by fur coats and you got the 

full effect only indoors. And improper costumes never have their full force unless worn on the street. Next year's 

styles, from all one hears, will be, as they already are on the continent, even More So. 

Our great mentor has failed us: you will see none of the really up-to-date styles in the movies. For old-fashioned, 

conservative and dowdy dressing, go and watch the latest production featuring Bebe, Gloria or Pola. Under 

vigilant father Hays the ensilvered screen daren't reveal a costume equal to scores on Fifth Avenue, Broadway--or 

Wall Street. 

Wall Street, by the way, is the one spot in which the New Nakedness seems most appropriate. 

Where men's simple passions have the lowest boiling point; where the lust for possession is most frankly, 

brazenly revealed and indeed dominates the whole diurnal round--in such a place there is a high appropriateness 

in the fact that the priestesses in the temple of Mammon, though their service be no more than file clerk or 

stenographer, should be thus Dionysiac in apparelling themselves for their daily tasks. 

Where will it all end? do you ask, thumbing the page ahead in an effort to know the worst. Apologetically I reply 

that no one can say where it will end. Nudity has been the custom of many countries and over long periods of 

time. No one who has read history can be very firm in saying that It Never Can Happen Again. We may of course 

mutter, in feeble tones of hope, that our climate is not propitious. 

Few any more are so naive as not to realize that there are fashions in morals and that these have a limitless 

capacity for modification. Costume, of course, is A Moral. You can get a rough measure of our movement if you 

look at the history of the theatre and see how the tidemark of tolerance has risen. For instance: 

 1904--Performance of *Mrs. Warren's Profession* is halted by police.  

 1919--*Mrs. Warren* O. K. Town roused to frenzy by *Aphrodite*, in which one chorus girl is exposed for 

one minute in dim light and a union suit.  

 1923--Union suit O. K. Self-appointed censors have conniption fits over chorus girls naked from the waist 

up.  

 1925--Nudity from waist up taken for granted. Excitement caused by show in which girls wear only fig 

leaves.  

Plotting the curve of tolerance and projecting it into the future, it is thus easy to see that complete nudity in the 

theatre will be reached on March 12, 1927. Just what will the appalling consequences be? 

Perhaps about what they have been in the theatres of several European capitals, where such displays have long 

been familiar. Those who are interested in that sort of thing will go. Others will abstain. 

At this point Billy Sunday, discussing this theme, would certainly drop into anecdotage. Were we to do the same, 

we might see Jane on the sun porch talking to a mixed group of her mother's week-end guests. "Jane," says one, "I 

hear you cut yourself in bathing." 

"I'll say I did," comes crisply back. "Look!" She lifts her skirt three or four inches, revealing both brown knees, and 

above one of them a half-healed deep scratch. Proper murmurs of sympathy. From one quarter a chilly silence 



which draws our attention to the enpurpled countenance of a lady guest in the throes of what Eddie Cantor calls 

"the sex complex." Jane's knees have thrown her all a-twitter; and mistaking the character of her emotion she 

thinks it is justified indignation. She is glad to display it openly for the reproof thereby administered. 

"Well, damn it," says Jane, in a subsequent private moment, "anybody who can't 

stand a knee or two, nowadays, might as well quit. And besides, she goes to the 

beaches and never turns a hair." 

Here is a real point. The recent history of the Great Disrobing Movement can be 

checked up in another way by looking at the bathing costumes which have been 

accepted without question at successive intervals. There are still a few beaches near 

New York City which insist on more clothes than anyone can safely swim in, and 

thereby help to drown several young women each year. But in most places- -

universally in the West--a girl is noow compelled to wear no more than is a man. The 

enpurpled one, to be consistent, ought to have apoplexy every time she goes to the 

shore. But as Jane observes, she doesn't. 

"Jane," say I, "I am a reporter representing American inquisitiveness. Why do all of 

you dress the way you do?" 

"I don't know," says Jane. This reply means nothing: it is just the device by which the younger generation gains 

time to think. Almost at once she adds: 

"The old girls are doing it because youth is. Everybody wants to be young, now--though they want all us young 

people to be something else. Funny, isn't it? 

"In a way," says Jane, "it's just honesty. Women have come down off the pedestal lately. They are tired of this 

mysterious-feminine-charm stuff. Maybe it goes with independence, earning your own living and voting and all 

that. There was always a bit of the harem in that coverup- your-arms-and-legs business, don't you think? 

"Women still want to be loved," goes on Jane, warming to her theme, "but they want it on a 50-50 basis, which 

includes being admired for the qualities they really possess. Dragging in this strange-allurement stuff doesn't 

seem sporting. It's like cheating in games, or lying." 

"Ask me, did the War start all this?" says Jane helpfully. 

"The answer is, how do I know ? How does anybody know? 

"I read this book whaddaya-call-it by Rose Macaulay, and she showed where they'd been excited about wild youth 

for three generations anyhow--since 1870. I have a hunch maybe they've always been excited. 

"Somebody wrote in a magazine how the War had upset the balance of the sexes in Europe and the girls over 

there were wearing the new styles as part of the competition for husbands. Sounds like the bunk to me. If you 

wanted to nail a man for life I think you'd do better to go in for the old-fashioned line: 'March' me to the altar, 

esteemed sir, before you learn whether I have limbs or not.' 

"Of course, not so many girls are looking for a life mealticket nowadays. Lots of them prefer to earn their own 

living and omit the home-and-baby act. Well, anyhow, postpone it years and years. They think a bachelor girl can 

and should do everything a bachelor man does." 

"It's funny," says Jane, "that just when women's clothes are getting scanty, men's should be going the other way. 

Look at the Oxford trousers!--as though a man had been caught by the ankles in a flannel quicksand." 

Do the morals go with the clothes? Or the clothes with the morals? Or are they independent? These are questions 

I have not ventured to put to Jane, knowing that her answer would be "so's your old man." Generally speaking, 

however, it is safe to say that as regards the wildness of youth there is a good deal more smoke than fire. 

Anyhow, the new Era of Undressing, as already suggested, has spread far beyond the boundaries of Jane's group. 

The fashion is followed by hordes of unquestionably monogamous matrons, including many who join heartily in 

the general ululations as to what young people are coming to. Attempts to link the new freedom with prohibition, 
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with the automobile, the decline of Fundamentalism, are certainly without foundation. These may be accessory, 

and indeed almost certainly are, but only after the fact. 

That fact is, as Jane says, that women to-day are shaking off the shreds and patches of their age-old servitude. 

"Feminism" has won a victory so nearly complete that we have even forgotten the fierce challenge which once 

inhered in the very word. Women have highly resolved that they are just as good as men, and intend to be treated 

so. They don't mean to have any more unwanted children. They don't intend to be debarred from any profession 

or occupation which they choose to enter. They clearly mean (even though not all of them yet realize it) that in 

the great game of sexual selection they shall no longer be forced to play the role, simulated or real, of helpless 

quarry. If they want to wear their heads shaven, as a symbol of defiance against the former fate which for three 

millenia forced them to dress their heavy locks according to male decrees, they will have their way. If they should 

elect to go naked nothing is more certain than that naked they will go, while from the sidelines to which he has 

been relegated mere man is vouchsafed permission only to pipe a feeble Hurrah! 

Hurrah 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



An icon 

of changing gender norms, the "new woman" first emerged in the late nineteenth century. Less 

constrained by Victorian norms and domesticity than previous generations, the new woman had greater 

freedom to pursue public roles and even flaunt her "sex appeal," a term coined in the 1920s and linked 

with the emergence of the new woman. She challenged conventional gender roles and met with hostility 

from men and women who objected to women's public presence and supposed decline in morality. 

Expressing autonomy and individuality, the new woman represented the tendency of young women at the 

turn of the century to reject their mothers' ways in favor of new, modern choices.  

What was "new" about women in the early twentieth century? The most prominent change was their 

increased presence in the public arena. Whereas the lives of most nineteenth-century women - especially 

middle-class women but also domestic servants and slaves - tended to revolve around home life, modern 

women ventured into jobs, politics, and culture outside the domestic realm. They did not do so, however, 

on equal terms with men; women remained economically and politically subordinate to men in the early 

twentieth century. They did not do so without struggle either. Conservative forces in society, including 

churches and such groups as the Ku Klux Klan, vehemently opposed women's new roles. Others who 

supported change, such as Progressive Era reformers and suffragists, also criticized the new woman for 

her disinterest in politics and careers in favor of the world of commercial entertainment.  

Although many women participated in expanding women's public roles, women accepted and pressed for 

change in varying degrees. The symbol of the new woman was a conglomeration of aspects of many 

different women from across the nation who lived between the 1890s and the 1920s. Among them were 

glamorous performers, female athletes, "working girls" employed in city factories and rural textile mills, 

middle-class daughters entering higher education and professions formerly closed to women, and 

reformers involved in women's clubs, settlement houses, trade unions, and suffrage.     

"new" about women in the early twentieth century 

"Feminist--New Style" 

by Dorothy Dunbar Bromley, Harper's October, 1927. 

The Queen is dead. Long live the Queen! 

Is it not high time that we laid the ghost of the so-called feminist?  

"Feminism" has become a term of opprobrium to the modern young woman. For the word suggests either 

the old school of fighting feminists who wore flat heels and had very little feminine charm, or the current 

species who antagonize men with their constant clamor about maiden names, equal rights, woman's place 

in the world, and many another cause… ad infinitum. Indeed, if a blundering male assumes that a young 

woman is a feminist simply because she happens to have a job or a profession of her own, she will be 

highly--and quite justifiably insulted: for the word evokes the antithesis of what she flatters herself to be. 

Yet she and her kind can hardly be dubbed "old-fashioned" women. What are they, then?  
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The pioneer feminists were hard-hitting individuals, and the modern young woman admires them for their 

courage--even while she judges them for their zealotry and their inartistic methods. Furthermore, she pays 

all honor to them, for they fought her battle. But she does not want to wear their mantle (indeed, she 

thinks they should have been buried in it), and she has to smile at those women who wear it to-day--with 

the battle-cry still on their lips. The worst of the fight is over, yet this second generation of feminists are 

still throwing hand grenades. They bear a grudge against men, either secretly or openly; they make an 

issue of little things as well as big; they exploit their sex for the sake of publicity; they rant about equality 

when they might better prove their ability. Yet it is these women-- the ones who do more talking than 

acting--on whom the average man focuses his microscope when he sits down to dissect the "new woman." 

For like his less educated brethren, he labors under the delusion that there are only two types of women, 

the creature of instinct who is content to be a "home-maker" and the "sterile intellectual" who cares solely 

about "expressing herself"-- home and children be damned.  

But what of the constantly increasing group of young women in their twenties and thirties who are the 

truly modern ones, those who admit that a full life calls for marriage and children as well as a career? 

These women if they launch upon marriage are keen to make a success of it and an art of child-rearing. 

But at the same time they are moved by an inescapable inner compulsion to be individuals in their own 

right. And in this era of simplified housekeeping they see their opportunity, for it is obvious that a woman 

who plans intelligently can salvage time for her own pursuits. Furthermore, they are convinced that they 

will be better wives and mothers for the breadth they gain from functioning outside the home. In short, 

they are highly conscious creatures who feel obliged to plumb their own resources to the very depths, 

despite the fact that they are under no delusions as to the present inferior status of their sex in most fields 

of endeavor.  

Numbers of these honest, spirited young women have made themselves heard in article and story. But 

since men must have things pointed out to them in black and white, we beg leave to enunciate the tenets 

of the modern woman's credo. Let us call her "Feminist--New Style."…  

In brief, Feminist--New Style reasons that if she is economically independent, and if she has, to boot, a 

vital interest in some work of her own she will have given as few hostages to Fate as it is humanly 

possible to give. Love may die, and children may grow up, but one's work goes on forever.  

She will not, however, live for her job alone, for she considers that a woman who talks and thinks only 

shop has just as narrow a horizon as the housewife who talks and thinks only husband and children--

perhaps more so, for the latter may have a deeper understanding of human nature. She will therefore 

refuse to give up all of her personal interests, year in and year out, for the sake of her work. In this respect 

she no doubt will fall short of the masculine idea of commercial success, for the simple reason that she 

has never felt the economic compulsion which drives men on to build up fortunes for the sake of their 

growing families.  

Yet she is not one of the many women who look upon their jobs as tolerable meal-tickets or as interesting 

pastimes to be dropped whenever they may wish. On the contrary, she takes great pride in becoming a 

vital factor in whatever enterprise she has chosen, and she therefore expects to work long hours when the 

occasion demands.  

But rather than make the mistake that some women do of domesticating their jobs, i.e., burying all of their 

affections and interests in them, or the mistake that many men make of milking their youth dry for the 

sake of building up a fortune to be spent in a fatigued middle-age, she will proceed on the principle that a 

person of intelligence and energy can attain a fair amount of success-- by the very virtue of living a well-

balanced life, as well as by working with concentration.  



Nor has she become hostile to the other sex in the course of her struggle to orient herself. On the contrary, 

she frankly likes men and is grateful to more than a few for the encouragement and help they have given 

her.  

The earliest 

images of changing roles for women appeared in the 

press in the 1890s. The fashion symbol known as the 

"Gibson girl," taking her name from artist Charles Dana 

Gibson, revealed women's changing appearance. 

Discarding heavy corsets, petticoats, and frills, the 

Gibson girl sported a shirtwaist (blouse) and long skirt, 

which better enabled her to play tennis or ride a bicycle. 

She appeared confident, capable, athletic, and flirtatious. The image did not clearly convey class origins; 

she could be from the working class or elite society. And while this particular series of drawings depicted 

white women, the style was indicative of changes in roles for women of color as well. Replacing the 

Gibson girl by 1913, the "flapper" became the visual icon of the twentieth century's new woman. Thin, 

flat-chested, and boyish-looking, the flapper exposed more flesh, reveled in dancing, drinking, and 

smoking, and otherwise defied old-fashioned norms. She took leads from such stars as the theater's "it" 

girl, Clara Bow, and the Harlem Renaissance's blues diva Bessie Smith.  

Changing demographic patterns contributed to the emergence of the new woman. Single urban women, 

known as "women adrift," lived outside their parents' homes in working-class areas of town. Black and 

white women as well as new immigrants from Eastern and Southern Europe rented rooms in such 

communities and posed what many commentators viewed as a social problem. Earning their own wages 

and less subject to parental supervision, working-class women's work and leisure activities gained public 

attention and expanded the parameters of women's space. Beginning in the late nineteenth century, 

changes among working-class women filtered into middle-class society, via cabarets and other types of 

performances, so that by the 1910s and 1920s, young middle-class women were wearing styles and 

engaging in behaviors objectionable to their parents' generation. Part of the paradox of the new woman 

was that she flouted conventions while adhering to new standards of conformity within a rising peer 

culture.  
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A symbol of young women's freedom and independence, the flapper redefined how a new generation of 

women expressed femininity. Lively and full of energy, 

she was single but eligible. She dared to shorten her 

skirts (at first just to the ankles, eventually up to the 

knees) and bob her hair in a short cut - like a boy's, but 

longer. Just as the flapper rejected her mother's long hair, 

she also discarded Victorian 

fashions, especially the corset, 

which accentuated women's 

curves. Flappers preferred to be 

slender, even if it meant dieting 

or binding their breasts and 

wearing restrictive 

undergarments to create appear 

thin, flat-chested, and long-

limbed. Cultivating a flapper 

image and adhering to modern 

beauty standards also involved purchasing and applying 

cosmetics. Wearing lipstick, rouge, and eyeshadow, 

flappers resembled prostitutes to an older generation. 

These young women further blurred the boundaries 

between respectable and depraved by their public 

activities; swearing, smoking cigarettes, drinking 

alcohol, dancing, and dating were among her pastimes. 

Condemned by most of her elders, the athletic, 

independent, and sexual young woman nevertheless 

found affirmation-and pleasure-within a thriving peer 

culture.  

 

In "New Freedom and the Girls," the editor of 

Harper's comments upon the changes in women's 

clothing and how these changes have affected 

attitudes of American women during this era. 

Excerpted from "New Freedom and the Girls," by 

Edward S. Martin, Harper's, August 1926, p. 391.  

The release of women from clothing in the last thirty 

years is marvelous and almost all to the good. In the 

June Forum someone tells a story of seeing a young 

woman in London about twenty years ago and noticing as she passed that the sleeves of her frock were of 

some light stuff that left her arms visible. He noticed it because it was unusual, and kept an eye on the girl 

for a moment or two, especially as he saw that she attracted not only his attention but that of other people. 

But as he watched he saw her surrounded by something like a small mob all interested and some of them 

jeering at her, and then he got a policeman and went to her rescue, got her into a cab and took her to her 

hotel. She was an American girl, filled with dismay at her adventure and extremely astonished, because 

she said that in New York all women were wearing such sleeves as hers when she came away. 
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The year before the war [1913] when this present [editor of 

Harper's], being in Ostend admired the women bathers in 

one-piece suits, a newspaper which he read recorded the 

mobbing of women in Atlantic City for appearing on the 

bathing beach without stockings. All that has changed. 

Here, as in Europe now, the bathing girls have beaten Mrs. 

Grundy and the police. There is a series of amusing pictures 

running in Life that gives the costumes of women in what 

Life calls The Gay Nineties. In the Nineties women really 

wore clothes, a lot of them, at all seasons of the year; and in 

the Seventies they wore still more: bustles and vast 

panoplies of silk or other dress material, and earlier than 

that they had crinoline and tiers of starched skirts, most 

extraordinary. Still earlier they had pantalettes. But now look at them! A young woman carries her 

summer wardrobe in a satchel. The baggage-express business is in straits. Saratoga trunks are seen only in 

attics. What you cannot carry on a motor car does not go. The textile trades are in trouble. The hosiery 

makers must be in clover, and woman has emerged to a degree that makes some people rather nervous, 

and the chief and almost the only remonstrant is the Catholic Church, which in the interest perhaps of 

celibacy, is strong for keeping women covered, neck, arms, and legs, at least in church.  

One cannot be sure that there will not be a recurrence of concealing garments for women because the 

textile people need more money and the fashion makers must keep the fashions changing if they can for 

the good of business. But these current clothes are popular; doctors say they are very healthy; the ladies 

were never more admired, and seem likely to stick to the present modes of garb in spite of al the 

machinations of dressmakers.  

So there is a great reform accomplished without the aid of laws, in spite of the police and quite outside of 

politics.  

 

The concept of the "new woman" possessed a sexual 

connotation, reflecting changing ideas about female 

sexuality. Led by young working-class women and 

encompassing women of all social and economic 

classes, a sexual revolution of sorts was taking place in 

the United States by the 1920s. Different from the 

Victorian era, a middle ground between prostitution and 

celibacy emerged for unmarried heterosexual women in 

the early twentieth century. Their parents most likely did 

not approve of the change, and police forces, juvenile 

courts, and Progressive reformers sought to curb young 

women's participation in new social opportunities 

beyond the purview of adult supervision. Some 

policewomen and Protestant reformers who monitored young women's public activity and instigated 

alternative forms of recreation were themselves, ironically, "new women" who had stepped outside of 

traditional gender roles. Conflict among women who had competing visions of women's roles in modern 

society was thus significant to the transformation of gender roles. A model of dispute between two 

generations captures one of the dynamics of the 1910s and 1920s, but it does not fully explain the 
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complex ways that change occurred. Within each generation were great differences among women--and 

for every young woman who rebelled against her mother's ways there was probably another who chose 

restraint. Exploring new women's sexual attitudes further shows how the "old" and "new" were not easily 

separable categories.  

Marriage is one aspect of sexual life in which there was continuity between generations. Young and 

unmarried women on the whole by the 1910s and 1920s preferred to participate in a consumer-oriented, 

heterosocial (or mixed-sex) culture situated in the public sphere and saturated with heterosexuality, but 

they tended to settle into family life upon marriage, much 

as earlier generations had. Unlike their predecessors, 

however, these women could flirt and date in the world 

of cheap amusements, which catered to sensual pleasures 

and small pocketbooks. Meanwhile, the female solidarity 

of nineteenth- and twentieth-century women's reform 

movements, clubs, and colleges--the late Victorian new 

woman's realm of activity-declined in popularity. 

Limits of Change  

Turn-of-the-century women entering public space 

seemed unconventional in one respect, but they failed to 

fully embrace modernity's exaltation of social mingling 

between the sexes when they remained centered in what 

one historian has called a "female world of love and 

ritual." Over one-half of the first generation of women 

college graduates (late nineteenth century) never married 

but found 

love and 

affection in 

the company 

of women. In 

contrast the large majority of twentieth-century women, while 

still appreciative of other women's companionship, defined 

their identities in mixed company and worked to gain men's 

attention and ultimately, but not immediately, a marriage 

partner. These new new women were, in this sense, different 

from both conventional and unconventional turn-of-the-

century women. They were critical of matronly and domestic 

Victorian women as well as so-called spinsters whose passions 

were politics or social work.  

Remaining at the fringes of these changes in sexual norms in 

the twentieth century were prostitutes, radical women, and 

lesbians, revealing significant historical continuity in sexual 

behavior and thought. Women reformers were among the most 

vocal proponents of rescuing prostitutes whose lives they 

pitied and sought to redeem. Although few in number, 

bohemian middle-class women experimented with new forms 

of living and loving, questioning marriage and exploring "free 

love." Subject to scrutiny and arrest, birth control pioneers, 

socialists, and feminists often paid a price for violating 

community norms. Also falling outside the norm were same-

sex couples and emergent lesbian communities. Some women 
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reformers in previous decades had lived with female partners (in relationships known as "Boston 

marriages"), supported women's rights, and wielded influence in local and sometimes national politics 

without tainted reputations. Yet by the 1920s, intimate relationships among women became suspect, as 

medical labeling of "homosexuals" and sensationalized stories of sex criminals called attention to 

"deviant" women and reinforced heterosexual norms.  

Accompanying the new woman's entrance into 

unconventional territory were new rules and restrictions 

as well as opposition from proponents of old-fashioned 

morality. Whether it was parents, media commentators, 

social workers, or religious leaders, critics of women's 

independence and indulgence in pleasures were a 

considerable obstacle to women's autonomy and self-

expression. Young women were not simply discarding 

the norms of their mothers' generation, though, but 

adapting them to the changing landscape of modern 

American life. Women as a group in the 1910s and 1920s 

did not fully rebel, but through a process of struggle, they 

shifted the boundaries of what was considered 

acceptable. Sexual norms were recast but not shattered as 

prostitutes, radicals, and lesbians suffered abuse and derision; the sexual double standard persisted; and 

most women eventually abandoned youthful pursuit of dating and pleasure for marriage and motherhood. 

The new woman was nevertheless an emblem of change and a source of controversy among her 

contemporaries.  

Birth control advocate and radical thinker Margaret Sanger 

established The Woman Rebel in 1914. The following statement, which explained the philosophy 

behind her publication, demonstrates how she linked women's freedom to conceptions of social 

class and sexuality. "Why the Woman Rebel?" by Margaret Sanger, The Woman Rebel, March 

1914.  

 Because I believe that deep down in woman's nature lies slumbering the spirit of revolt.  

 Because I believe that woman is enslaved by the world machine, by sex conventions, by 

motherhood and its present necessary child-rearing, by wage-slavery, by middle-class morality, by 

customs, laws and superstitions.  

 Because I believe that these things which enslave woman must be fought openly, fearlessly, 

consciously.  

 Because I believe she must consciously disturb and destroy and be fearless in its accomplishment.  

 Because I believe in freedom, created through individual action.  

 Because I believe in the offspring of the immigrant, the great majority of whom make up the 

unorganized working class to-day.  

 Because I believe that this immigrant with a vision, an ideal of a new world where liberty, 

freedom, kindness, plenty hold sway, who had courage to leave the certain old for the uncertain 

new to face a strange new people, new habits, a strange language, for this vision, this ideal, 

certainly has brought to this country a wholesome spirit of unrest which this generation of 

Americans has lost through a few generations of prosperity and respectability.  

 Because I believe that on the courage, vision and idealism of the immigrant and the offspring does 

the industrial revolution depend.  

 Because I believe that through the efforts of the industrial revolution will woman's freedom 

emerge.  



 Because I believe that not until wage slavery is abolished can either woman's or man's freedom be 

fully attained.  

 Because I have six months to devote to arousing this slumbered spirit in the working woman, and 

if within this time I shall have succeeded in arousing my own laggard self I shall have succeeded 

sufficiently to continue this paper until all the slumbered spirits have awakened to its assistance or 

its destruction. 

Accompanying the focus on glamour and leisure in the 1910s and 1920s was a growing public 

expression of sexuality. While an underworld of prostitution was already in existence, a popular and 

sexualized urban environment emerged during this period. Part of what made the environment sexual 

was the mingling of men and women, especially young men and women, with minimal supervision 

and where people consumed alcohol. (Most recreation had formerly been sex-segregated or linked to 

family and religion). The growing popularity of the automobile also facilitated increased sexual 

activity among young people because of the privacy it provided. Motion pictures and theater 

capitalized on the public's growing acceptance of heterosexual flirtation and imagery, and these media 

spread ideas and practices originating in cities to smaller towns across the country.  

Challenging conventions of sexual reticence, sex educators 

and birth control advocates Margaret Sanger and Mary 

Ware Dennett risked arrest and prosecution under the 

Comstock Law of 1873, which prohibited the distribution of 

information about sex, including birth control devices and 

other "articles of immoral use." Birth control, these women 

thought, provided the key to women's liberation because it 

separated demands of reproduction from sexuality. Over 

time, their actions, along with the behavior of youth on city 

streets and in public places of recreation, wore down the 

stigma attached to public discussion about sex and even 

sexual experimentation before marriage.  

Not all attention to sex was affirmative, however; concern 

about venereal disease grew during the First World War and 

led to such groups as Parent-Teacher Associations and 

Young Women's Christian Association (both usually had 

separate white and black chapters) implementing 

educational programs and alternative social activities. U.S. 

Public Health Service researchers found that 40 to 45 

percent of senior high schools surveyed in 1920 and 1927 

offered sex education to their students, often concentrating 

on venereal disease prevention. From parents, teachers, and other adults, young women learned how 

proper behavior could keep them out of trouble; yet many girls rejected such teachings and instead 

heeded the advice of peers and entertainers to have a good time.  
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In this essay, Samuel D. Schmalhausen presented an 

idealized, optimistic, and exaggerated view of women's new sexual freedom in the 1920s. Excerpted 

from "Sex Among the Moderns,"Birth Control Review, October 1928.  

Something strange and new and shatteringly real is happening in the world before our very eyes. I refer to 

the intelligent and pathetically sincere attempt of respectable women to win back to themselves the sweet 

and disreputable bliss of spontaneous sex desire, squandered throughout the ages (and oh! so lavishly) 

upon courtesans, whores and prostitutes.  

Though moral simpletons know it not, the younger generation is unwittingly seeking to solve the most 

baffling problem of life, to wit, freedom of love in a setting of dignity. The new candor in sex behavior is 

a very great step in the direction of interlinking the spontaneity of passion (until recently looked upon as 

quite shameful and therefore to be tolerated only as a sneak behavior in blind alleys under prostitute 

auspices) with the lovely dignity of compassion. Sexual love as happy recreation is the clean new ideal of 

a young generation sick of duplicity and morals sham and marital insincerity and general erotic emptiness. 

Sex as recreation is the most exquisite conception of lovers who have learned how to look with frank 

delighted eyes upon the wonder in their own stirred bodies. …  

A hygienic ideal, cleansed of hypocrisy, free from the misery of repression, is capturing the awakened 

minds of an increasing number of men and women who perceive in sexual comradeship a source of 

incomparable significance for personality-enrichment. To minimize the tyranny and humiliation of 

masturbation, to defeat the mad logic of abstinence, to cancel out of existence the unclean evil of 

prostitution, to purge conventional marriage of its coercions and inbreeding and felicitous conditions for 

sex fulfillment, is the exceeding great task and perilous enterprise of liberated youth. Passion radiantly 

humanized by compassion is our enriching new  

Leading birth control advocate Margaret Sanger launched a 

controversial and short-lived publication in 1914 entitled The 

Woman Rebel. Later, she established The Birth Control Review. 

Excerpts from both publications follow. They demonstrate how Sanger and fellow birth control 

advocates believed that contraception provided the key to women's true liberation, and perhaps the 

liberation of all society.  

"Love and Marriage" by Emma Goldman,  

The Woman Rebel, March 1914  

The defenders of authority dread the advent of a free motherhood lest it rob them of their prey. Who 

would fight wars? Who would create wealth? Who would make the policeman, the jailer, if woman were 

to refuse the incriminate breeding of children? The race, the race! shouts the king, the president, the 

capitalist, the priest. The race must be preserved, though woman be degraded to a mere machine,-- and the 

marriage institution is our only safety valve against the pernicious sex-awakening of woman. But in vain 

these frantic efforts to maintain a state of bondage. In vain, too, the edicts of the Church, the mad attacks 

of rulers, in vain even the arm of the law. Woman no longer wants to be a party to the production of a race 

of sickly, feeble, decrepit, wretched human beings, who would neither the strength nor moral courage to 

throw off the yoke of poverty and slavery. Instead she desires fewer and better children, begotten and 

reared in love and through free choice; not by compulsion, as marriage imposes. Our pseudo-moralists 

have yet to learn the deep sense of responsibility toward the child, that love in freedom has awakened in 

the breast of woman. Rather she forego forever the glory of motherhood than bring forth life in an 

atmosphere that breathes only destruction and death. And if she does become a mother, it is to give to the 



child the deepest and best her being can yield. To grow with the child is her motto; she knows but in that 

manner alone can she help build true motherhood and womanhood. 

Margaret Sanger's comment on Women's Right to Birth Control, 

Birth Control Review, January 1928  

Women's desire for freedom is born of the feminine spirit, which is the absolute, elemental inner urge of 

womanhood. It is the strongest force in her nature; it cannot be destroyed. The chief obstacles to the 

normal expression of this force are undesired pregnancy and the burden of unwanted children. Society, in 

dealing with the feminine spirit… can resort to violence in an effort to enslave the elemental urge of 

womanhood, making of woman a mere instrument of reproduction and punishing her when she revolts. 

Or, it can permit her to choose whether she shall become a mother and how many children she will have. 

It can go on crushing what is uncrushable, or it can recognize woman's claim to freedom, and cease to 

impose destructive barriers. If we choose the latter course we must not only remove all restrictions on the 

use of contraceptives, but we must legalize and encourage their use.  

  The movement for birth control also had a coercive, eugenicist edge, exemplified by the 

following essay. Excerpted from "Birth Control," by Ella K. Dearborn, Birth Control Review, 

March 1928, p. 88.  

It is an injustice to both parents and child to bring an unwelcome baby into the world. Most people find 

life hard enough at best, without being an unwelcome child in any home, and more so in a poverty-

stricken one. Some have feared that if Birth Control knowledge were given to the world, there would be 

no more babies, and unbridled lust become rampant…. People want homes and babies, but want them 

under proper conditions--the best conditions that our civilization makes possible, and restriction of 

propagation of the unfit is the first step in making a place for those of better birth. The 60 percent of our 

population who are of 13-year-old intellects breed proportionately faster than the normal 40 percent, 

because in them lust and nature take their course, without the restrictions of modern intelligence. From 

them come the vast armies of criminal and insane. Many of the 60 per cent do not know enough to take 

proper care of themselves, much less to care for their children, even when they have enough money, if 

intelligently expended, for a comfortable living, and the lack of money easily pushes them into the 

criminal class. Our first step in racial uplift is teaching Birth Control, thus limiting the unfit. The second 

is eugenics--the art of breeding up; teaching those fitted to bear children how to have the best babies 

possible; teaching them the advantages and disadvantages of heredity and of proper care and training of 

the child in the right kind of home. Lack of judicious home training is a large factor in the production of 

criminals. Who have a right to bear children? Any couple who want them, if they are healthy, intelligent 

and financially able to properly care for them…. Sterilize those not fitted to propagate, and teach Birth 

Control, which leads to sacred motherhood and welcome children, and America shall lead the world.  

 

Women adrift and "working girls" were among the 

pioneers of women's growing public visibility and 

changing gender norms. The category "working 

girls" applied mainly to young women, usually 

single, engaged in wage labor. Through the 1930s, 

more women worked as domestic servants than at 

any other job, showing how tradition was not 

immediately overturned and that many women 

continued to engage in conventional "women's 



work": housework. Domestic and sex work (another, better paying form of work traditionally done by 

women) left women vulnerable to employees and customers, as did semiskilled and unskilled industrial 

work in factories and sweatshops. Although the labor movement thrived in the early twentieth century, by 

1920 a small fraction of women in the workforce had union jobs, and rarely did the movement take up 

issues of concern to working women or allow them leadership roles. Such outspoken labor leaders as 

Emma Goldman and Elizabeth Gurley Flynn were exceptions among women, challenging assumptions 

about gender with their passionate politics and fiery speeches. Wage labor profoundly shaped women's 

identities during a period of industrialization, urbanization, and commercialization, and although women 

entered new arenas, they faced obstacles of many sorts.  

Lacking power in the workplace, working-class women were nonetheless empowered by earning an 

income. Wages gave daughters more independence at home, enabling some to live apart from their 

parents. The urban industrial work system, along with growing secondary school attendance, contributed 

to the formation of a youth and peer culture that loosened young women's allegiances to their families. 

Created by capitalist entrepreneurs, commercialized forms of recreation--dance halls, nickelodeons, and 

amusement parks--attracted working girls after long hours of drudgery and fostered their awareness of 

social customs and conventions different from those of their 

parents' generation. 

Fewer in numbers than working-class girls, some women 

succeeded at making inroads into careers and education that 

previously excluded women. Offering better pay and 

working conditions, white-collar jobs in clerical, sales, and 

telephone work went almost exclusively to native-born, 

unmarried white women from the middle class. Women's 

Christian Temperance Union began attending some of the 

more progressive colleges in the mid-nineteenth century, but 

only in the twentieth century did women's college 

enrollment approach parity with men. Women predominated 

in such helping professions as teaching, social work, and 

nursing. These jobs built on assumptions about women's 

special attributes, yet gave them access to the world beyond 

their homes. Women sought such professions for a number of reasons. African American women, for 

instance, used these jobs to contribute to the uplift of their communities. Likewise, work in settlement 

houses attracted middle-class women into poorer neighborhoods, where they placed their privilege and 

skills at the service of the urban poor. Poor women often resented Protestant reformers' condescension 

and unsolicited advice.  

The image of a new woman was usually single, but married women also played a significant role in 

transforming gender roles. As in other aspects of society, women's organizations took on a national scope 

in the late nineteenth century. Such organizations as the Woman's Christian Temperance Union and the 

General Federation of Women's Clubs consolidated into national organizations and achieved greater 

prominence for women, especially married, middle-class women, in public activities. Women's clubs, 

volunteer work, and women's suffrage activism were not new in the early twentieth century, but they were 

more visible to the public and more widespread. Reformers, educated women, and working girls together 

as individuals and groups forged new ground for women. But their visions of womanhood were often at 

odds.  
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The Harlem Renaissance and its invention of the New Negro cast a 

positive spin on African American cultural life. Jazz was a central part of 

this celebration, and black women were among the contributors to the 

post-World War I era artistic achievements. Such writers as Nella Larsen 

explored the "double consciousness" of being black and female in 

America (and in her case, mixed-

race), and such musicians as Bessie 

Smith simultaneously embodied 

pleasure and the blues. Sexuality was 

less purely a terrain of liberation for 

black women than it was for white 

women. Only decades removed from 

the abolition of slavery, stereotypes 

of black women's allegedly primitive, 

exotic, or heightened sexuality 

persisted. In an era of lynchings, Jim 

Crow segregation, and mass migration, black women struggled to 

define their sexuality and gender identities in empowering ways. Blues 

singers donned glamorous attire, flouted convention, and sought sexual satisfaction. Middle-class club 

women and political activists were more circumspect, but nevertheless sought to establish new identities 

for black women. Editor of the women's page of the Negro World (the Universal Negro Improvement 

Association's publication), Amy Jacques Garvey championed equal positions for women in the popular 

Black Nationalist movement. The various cultural and 

political movements in black communities showed the 

potential of self-help and racial uplift for women and 

men together.  

Society's preoccupation with glamour permeated black 

communities during the 1910s and 1920s, where beauty 

parlors were ubiquitous and cosmetics sales soared. 

While contemporary black artists stressed the beauty and 

strength of African American culture and people, black 

women sometimes accepted the assumption that white 

was better; among popular cosmetics were skin-

lightening creams and hair-straightening products. Not 



all products, however, minimized black features, and beauty culture reinforced cross-generational bonds 

among black women in small towns as well as large cities. The sale of skin- and hair-care products also 

fostered a thriving community of black-owned commercial enterprise. Most successful in this regard was 

Madame C. J. Walker, entrepreneur, millionaire, and philanthropist.  

 
Many people in the 1910s and 1920s were alarmed by 

the new woman phenomenon. In popular magazines 

throughout the period, writers called for a return to old-

fashioned morals and codes of behavior that had been 

discarded by much of the younger generation. Men and 

women alike were critics of the new woman, and social 

agencies joined parents in attempting to return to 

Victorian standards of conduct, in which women were 

supposed to be sexually passionless. Middle-class 

women took leadership roles through voluntary 

organizations and social work, in some ways 

transgressing conventional gender roles but in other ways 

reinforcing them. During the First World War, the Young 

Women's Christian Association aided young urban 

women by providing boarding, libraries, gymnasiums, 

homemaking courses, and religious instruction to help 

minimize the temptations of modern city life. Both 

Catholics and Protestants disapproved of the new woman and the societal changes she represented. The 

second Ku Klux Klan (KKK) sought to reverse the changes in gender and sexual norms. The women's 

KKK worked to elevate white Protestant women while blaming the demise of America's moral standards 

on Catholics, Jews, and people of color. Also patronizing-but less extreme-were measures state 

institutions took. Progressive reformers created special police officers, a juvenile court system, detention 

facilities, and reformatories to contain female sexuality. Parents generally welcomed such efforts, as they 

were at a loss for how to control their daughters. 

 

The following article represents some typical grumbling about 

the new woman. Excerpted from "The New Woman" by Sheila Kaye-Smith, Living Age, November 

5, 1929, p. 356.  

Woman now has very nearly the same political and educational advantages as man, but you cannot be 

much impressed by the use she has made of them. Politics have surely never been more treacherous or 

commercial than they are in those Utopian days, when woman has the vote, and education seems to have 

persuaded some women to think that their highest aim in life is to produce a feeble imitation of their 

brothers. Marriage is going out of fashion as a vocation, and a great deal of nonsense is talked about men 

and women working together side by side and being independent of each other. I have even heard it said 

in praise of the modern woman that she does not look upon marriage as her aim in life, but looks forward 

to entering a profession and earning her living independently of male support.  

To me this schoolgirlish contempt of natural emotions is just as bad as early Victorian prudery. If a 

woman does not look forward to marriage as the central hope of her life it means either that she intends to 

pursue her love affairs anti-socially, or, worse still, that she does not mean to have any at all….  
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[E]conomic reasons urge women into professions for which they are physically and temperamentally 

unfitted, and conditions for the male worker are made worse still by the consequent lowering of standards 

both in work and wages. Surely the war ought to have taught us that most professions are unsuited to 

women, both for physical and for temperamental reasons. They stepped into the men's places and did their 

best, but they were not, generally speaking, successful. Those who worked under or with women in the 

war can testify to the nervous instability-- showing itself in ill-temper, injustice, and petty tyranny-- to 

which even the most charming and capable women succumbed after long hours of taxing and responsible 

work. A woman's nervous energy was meant to be consumed by other things. Of course, I am not saying 

that all professions are unsuited to women, but in these days of her recovered freedom she has shown a 

strange lack of discrimination. Woman is at her best in the more decorative ways of life-- in the 

production and distribution of beautiful necessities, or in those professions most akin to motherhood, the 

care and education of children, or medical attendance of her own sex. Her brain power and nervous 

energy are essentially different from a man's, and she makes a mistake when she tries to use them in the 

same way. It is partly due to her confusion of equality with identity. To prove herself man's equal, as she 

always has been, she has paid him an unnecessary compliment of imitation, and she will never establish 

herself fully in popular opinion as his equal until she realizes that her equality lies in her difference. She is 

man's mate and completion, not his competitor, and her development lies along parallel, not similar, lines. 

If she merely tries to follow in his footsteps it will lead to much stumbling and weariness, and perhaps at 

last to the terrible tragedy of Eve's growing old.  

"The Catholic Crusade for Modesty" Literary Digest August 

30, 1924, p. 25.  

Here, under the auspices of the National Council of Catholic Women, which has its headquarters in 

Washington, the campaign for modesty in dress, as well as a campaign for the maintenance of Christian 

standards in general, has been under way for sometime. Indeed, the American organization is a pioneer in 

the movement, and has given it great impetus by sending out cards pledging the 700,000 members to 

modesty in attire. The pledge recites that the signer will "observe in private and public life the standards 

of Catholic teaching, particularly with regard to dress, reading and entertainments," Mrs. Michael Gavin, 

National President of the Council, is reported as saying that the pledge cards are being dispatched not only 

to members in the States, but also to Catholic women in Alaska, Hawaii, Porto [sic] Rico, the Panama 

Canal Zone and the Philippine Islands. "Ever since our Council was founded," Mrs. Gavin is quoted as 

saying, "it has taken a definite stand against immodesty in dress. At our first convention we passed a 

resolution to pledge our concerted efforts to restore those conventions of dress and action that have 

always been an 'intrinsic factor in the influence of good women.'"  


