
DAYS 6-7 Women of the Roaring Twenties 
 
 
Name__________________ 
 
 
Do Now: Read the document below and answer questions  
 
19th Amendment : 
Section 1. The right of citizens of the United States to vote shall not be 
denied or abridged by the United States or by any State on account of 
sex.  
Section 2. Congress shall have power to enforce this article by 
appropriate legislation.  

- United States Constitution. August 18, 1920.  
 

1. The 19th Amendment changed life for women in the United States 
forever. In 3-4 sentences, write how you feel this amendment 
changed life for women. 

 
 
 
 
Flappers: 
 
Directions: Watch this YouTube video 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QegIgnarTH4  

1. Define Flappers:  
 

2. Write down 3 facts about Flappers you learned 
1. 
2. 
3. 
 
 



Part II: The Case For and Against Flappers Directions: Read both documents and fill in the 
chart for each The chart will have three claims about flappers. Take notes in each section to 
support the claim.  
 
Reading A: The Case for Flappers 

Flappers were smart, liberated young women who had a legitimate right to embrace their 
unique and passionate lifestyle, advocates of the flapper culture maintained. Journalist 
Dorothy Dunbar Bromley, writing for Harper's magazine in 1927, reinforced this positive 
view of the flapper as an admirable and independent figure; she described the typical young 
woman of the 1920s as someone who "knows that it is her American, her twentieth-century 
birthright to emerge from a creature of instinct to a fully fledged individual who is capable of 
molding her own life. And in this respect she holds that she is becoming man's equal." 
 Several other commentators made similar arguments that flappers were, in essence, 
feminists—albeit unusual ones. According to advocates of the flapper culture, American women 
of previous generations had been...intellectually repressed, but flappers were freer to express 
their...educated views on topics such as art, society, and politics. That new freedom of 
expression was, in their view, a good thing. 
 New Republic editor Bruce Bliven made an explicit connection between flappers and 
feminism in a 1925 article, "Flapper Jane." "Women today are shaking off the shreds and 
patches of their age-old servitude," he wrote in his profile of "Jane," the archetypal flapper. 
Bliven further suggested that certain controversial traits of flappers, such as their...aversion to 
traditional gender roles, could be seen as forms of feminist expression: 
 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...If they want to wear their heads 
shaven, as a symbol of defiance against the former fate which for three millennia forced them to 
dress their heavy locks according to male decrees, they will have their way. 
 Bliven's comments touched on a core argument in favor of flapper culture—that women 
were entitled to full equality with men in all spheres of society, ranging from the workplace to the 
home to the dance floor. Advocates of flapper culture were particularly aggressive in attacking 
what they perceived as society's double standards; they argued that flappers had a perfect right 
to be sexually assertive before marriage, since such behavior was already widely tolerated 
among men. 
 Advocates also praised flappers for possessing, and asserting, unusual intelligence. In 
her July 1922 article for the New York Times, admitted "ex-flapper" Ruth Hooper described the 
typical flapper as eloquent and well-read: "She may even quote poetry to you, not Indian love 
lyrics, but something about the peace conference [at Versailles, France, after World War I] or 
theology. After all, she checks up pretty squarely, doesn't she?" In the view of Hooper and like-
minded commentators, flappers deserved credit for asserting the right of women to be 
conspicuously intelligent and for insisting on taking part in discussions of issues pertaining to 
formerly male-dominated spheres such as academia, politics, and the arts. 
 Hooper also contradicted critics' claims that flappers were anti-family. She predicted that 
the average flapper, thanks to her intelligence, honesty, and independence, would become an 
excellent mother once she matured and lost her youthful edge. "Watch her five years from now 



and then be thankful that she will be the mother of the next generation, with the hypocrisy, fluff 
and other 'hokum' worn entirely off," Hooper wrote. "Her sharp points wear down remarkably 
well and leave a smooth polished surface. You'll be surprised at what a comfort that surface will 
be in the days to come!" 
 Ellen Welles Page, another self-proclaimed flapper, also defended the morality of her 
culture. In "A Flapper's Appeal to Parents," published in Outlook in December 1922, she argued 
that not all flappers lived a wild and irresponsible lifestyle. "I don't use rouge, or lipstick, or pluck 
my eyebrows," she wrote. "I don't smoke (I've tried it, and don't like it), or drink, or tell 'peppy 
stories.' I don't pet." But Page also asserted that she attended co-educational dances and 
sporting events, which she maintained were harmless and fun activities enjoyed by flappers, 
and did not necessarily lead to immoral behavior. 
 Not only young people and radicals defended flappers. Many older people and 
"establishment" figures in the political and religious communities also spoke in favor of the 
flapper culture. For instance, in May 1922, Reverend Almer Pennewell of Evanston, Illinois, 
gave a sermon defending flappers. "Flapperism is not a disease," he asserted. "Bobbed hair 
short skirts and knickerbockers (loose-fitting pants that reach just below the knee) are not signs 
of sin, but a declaration of independence." 
 
 Pennewell, like other advocates of flapper culture, explicitly linked the flapper to the rise 
of feminism. "We are passing from the man age, a rough age, into the age of culture, the 
women's age. That is why the flapper exists today," he said. "The new age will not be one ruled 
by women, but one in which their influence will be felt." He also positively contrasted flappers to 
more oppressed women of the past, whom he described as "pretty little birds in cages." 
 
 In short, advocates argued that flapper culture was a social and intellectual triumph for 
liberated women. It was, they asserted, not fundamentally immoral or detrimental to society in 
any way 
 
Chart for Reading A:  

Flappers were feminists Liberated and Independent Intelligent 

   

 
 
 
 
 
 



Reading 2: The case Against Flappers 
Critics of the flapper culture argued that it encouraged immorality, irresponsibility, 

and downright laziness. In September 1922, U.S. Secretary of Labor James Davis 
expressed this view during a speech in Atlantic City, New Jersey, criticizing the 
"flippancy of the cigarette-smoking, cocktail-drinking flapper."  

Davis declared that these "evils" in the youth culture were "disturbing" and called 
on parents to give more positive guidance to their children. His speech reflected 
common concerns that the flapper culture was far too centered on substance abuse and 
sex and acted as a malign influence on young children.  

This negative view of flappers was often echoed by critics from the realm of 
academia. In December 1923, Harvard University psychologist Abraham Roback 
released a study claiming that flappers were among the poorest students and thereby 
posed "a hopeless problem for educators." Roback did not suggest that flappers were 
inherently stupid, but said that they "dislike to work, are very impatient and fail to apply 
knowledge which they acquire in school." He also cast them as selfish, maintaining that 
"they can appreciate only that phase of the question which directly affects them.”  

Roback's study, which he claimed was based on "hundreds of intelligence tests" 
administered to students, bolstered critics' arguments that flappers were too self-
absorbed and impatient to deal with serious issues. In the view of these critics, flappers 
recklessly pursued personal gratification without proper consideration for any of the 
long-term consequences of their actions.  

Though flapper culture was largely criticized by men in "establishment" positions 
such as Davis and Roback, a number of prominent feminists also attacked it. For 
instance, Carrie Chapman Catt, president of the International Woman Suffrage Alliance, 
suggested that flappers were conformists—and not free spirits—because they all 
dressed alike. "Women do not wear short skirts or bobbed hair by their own election," 
she wrote in August 1926, "but in obedience to the dictum of fashion." Catt's argument 
reflected the critical view that flappers were not fiercely individualistic, as they often 
claimed, but were instead simply consumers who fell in line with prevailing styles of 
dress and behavior. 

Furthermore, critics stressed that maintaining the standard flapper look was an 
overly expensive, and ultimately frivolous, pursuit for young women. That argument was 
backed up by hard economic data; in 1927, sociologist Hattie Anderson published a 
survey of the spending habits of 1,318 women in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, and found that 
the average respondent spent 46.3 percent of her earnings on clothes. Detractors of the 
flapper culture argued that this kind of heavy spending in the name of fashion was 
simply not justified, and constituted an unreasonable burden on working women. 

Other critics, less concerned with economics, attacked flappers for eroding the 
moral fabric of society. British writer Sheila Kaye-Smith, in a piece for Living Age in 
1929, criticized the new generation of young women for abandoning traditional values in 



order to pursue their independent lifestyles. "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," she protested. "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...” 

In the view of Kaye-Smith and other like-minded critics, women's traditional roles 
as wives and mothers were ultimately more fulfilling and important than the 
autonomous, "masculine" lifestyles of flappers and working women. Further criticizing 
the modern woman, Kaye-Smith wrote, "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." 

 
Other critics also questioned the morality of the flapper culture, but on somewhat 

different grounds. They claimed they were bothered not only by the smoking, drinking, 
and promiscuity of the flappers, but also by their apparently cynical worldview. Feminist 
Lillian Symes, writing for Harper's magazine in 1929, complained that the older 
generation of feminists to which she belonged had little in common with "the post-war, 
spike-heeled, over-rouged flapper of today. We grew up before the post-war 
disillusionment engulfed the youth of the land and created futilitarian ( believing (human 
striving can serve no useful purpose) literature, gin parties, and jazz babies." 
 
 Overall, critics of the flapper culture argued that it was a destructive 
manifestation of women's liberation that might, in fact, hurt young women rather than 
help them to achieve full equality. In 1921, William Guth, president of Maryland's 
Goucher College, summarized the negative view that flappers had no real, productive 
place in 1920s society. "The test today for the educated woman is her usefulness in the 
community as well as in the home and in business," he maintained. "Certainly there will 
be no room for the frivolous flapper." 
 
 

Flappers were not feminists Lazy and irresponsible Flapper culture encouraged 
immorality. 

   

 


