
Women on the Rise—19th Amendment 

 

The suffrage work that had formally begun in 1848 at the Seneca Falls Convention culminated in August 1920 with the 

ratification of the Nineteenth Amendment to the Constitution, securing the vote for women nationwide.  

The National Woman’s Party was the militant wing of the suffrage movement. They took part in public demonstrations 

for the right of women to vote in the United States. They picketed, held parades and demonstrations. They were 

eventually arrested and imprisoned. Some held hunger strikes in protest.  

The Night of Terror is a date lost to history for most. On Nov. 15, 1917, the warden at the Occoquan Workhouse in 

Virginia ordered his guards to teach a lesson to the suffragists imprisoned there because they dared to picket Woodrow 

Wilson’s White House for the right to vote. For weeks, the women’s only water came from an open pail. Their food was 

infested with worms. The crime was picketing the White House for the right to vote. Forty guards wielding clubs 

rampaged against the 33 women who were convicted of obstructing sidewalk traffic. 

The publicity spurred the discussion that lead to the women’s right to vote and hold office in 1920. The presidential 

election of November 1920 became the first occasion on which American women were allowed to exercise their right to 

vote. The right to vote, however, did not equate to having "full citizenship" with equal rights for women. The desire for 

full citizenship guided longtime suffragist leader Alice Paul to create the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA) to end legalized 

discrimination against women. The National Woman's Party, an organization that had been influential in the passage of 

the Nineteenth Amendment, took the ERA to Congress in 1923. The ERA did not make it onto the floor of the House or 

Senate for a vote until the 1970s. Even today the bill remains a few states short of ratification. In 1920, the same year 

women won the vote, Prohibition criminalized the production, transport, and sale of alcoholic beverages in America. The 

campaign for women's voting rights was closely tied to Prohibition. Because women did not enjoy equal rights, some 

suffered abuse and economic hardship as a direct result of their husbands' habitual and socially acceptable alcohol 

consumption. Many of the women who organized and leveraged their position as a moral force in American society to 

fight the ills of alcohol also campaigned for voting rights. Groups such as the Women's Christian Temperance Union 

(WCTU) had supported the "dry" cause and women's right to vote since the 1870s. 

The powerful liquor, wine, and beer industries did not support women's suffrage, believing that all women would vote 

for Prohibition. Ironically, both conservatives, who believed in the rights of states and private industry, together with 

liberals, for whom other problems facing women and workers  

took precedence, opposed suffrage and Prohibition. Nevertheless, the numbers of both dry and suffrage states rapidly 

increased, culminating in the ratification of the Eighteenth and Nineteenth amendments in 1920. 
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The Twenties Woman 
 

Life of the Flappers 

Flappers were northern, urban, single, young, middle-class women. Many held steady jobs in the changing American 
economy. The clerking jobs that blossomed in the Gilded Age were more numerous than ever. Increasing phone usage 
required more and more operators. The consumer-oriented economy of the 1920s 
saw a burgeoning number of department stores. Women were needed on the sales 
floor to relate to the most precious customers — other women. But the flapper was 
not all work and no play. 
By night, flappers engaged in the active city nightlife. They frequented jazz clubs and 
vaudeville shows. Speakeasies were a common destination, as the new woman of 
the twenties adopted the same carefree attitude toward prohibition as her male 
counterpart. Ironically, more young women consumed alcohol in the decade it was 
illegal than ever before. Smoking, another activity previously reserved for men, 
became popular among flappers. With the political field leveled by the Nineteenth 
Amendment, women sought to eliminate social double standards.  
 

The Flapper Look 

During the twenties, a new ideal emerged for some women: the flapper, an emancipated young woman who embraced the 
new fashions and urban attitudes of the day. Close-fitting felt hats, bright waistless dresses an inch above the knees, skin-
toned silk stockings, sleek pumps, and strings of beads replaced the dark and prim ankle-length dresses, whalebone 
corsets, and petticoats of Victorian days.  
The flapper had an unmistakable look. The long locks of Victorian women lay on the floors of beauty parlors as young 
women cut their hair to shoulder length. The cosmetics industry flowered as women used make-up in large numbers. 
Flappers wore high heels. Clara Bow, Hollywood's "It" Girl, captured the flapper image for the nation to see. 
Many women celebrated the age of the flapper as a female declaration of independence. Experimentation with new looks, 
jobs, and lifestyles seemed liberating compared with the socially silenced woman in the Victorian Age. The flappers chose 
activities to please themselves, not a father or husband. But critics were quick to elucidate the shortcomings of flapperism. 
The political agenda embraced by the previous generation was largely ignored until the feminist revival of the 1960s. Many 
wondered if flappers were expressing themselves or acting like men. Smoking, drinking, and sexual experimentation were 
characteristic of the modern young woman. Short hair and bound chests added to the effect. One thing was certain: Despite 
the potential political and social gains or losses, the flappers of the 1920s sure managed to have a good time. 
 

New Work Opportunities 

Although women had worked successfully during the war, afterwards employers who believe that men had the responsibility 
to support their families financially often replaced female workers with men. Women continued to seek paid employment, 
but their opportunities changed. Many female college graduates turned to “women’s professions” and became teachers, 
nurses, and librarians. Big businesses required extensive correspondence and record keeping, creating a huge demand for 
clerical workers such as typists, filing clerks, secretaries, stenographers, and office-machine operators. Others became 
clerks in stores or held jobs on assembly lines. A handful of women broke the old stereotypes by doing work once reserved 
for men, such as flying airplanes, driving taxis, and drilling oil wells. 
By 1930, 10 million women were earning wages; however, few rose to managerial jobs, and wherever they worked, women 
earned less than men. Fearing competition for jobs, men argued that women were just temporary workers whole real job 
was at home. Between 1900 and 1930, the patterns of discrimination and inequality for women in the business world were 
established.  



  



    



 

Woman protester being 

arrested by police, 1917



  



 

Picketing in front of White House.  

 

 

 

 

Women from Las Vegas, N.M., campaigning for women’s right 

to vote in July 1916. 


