CANADIAN WOMEN IN THE
1920s

While Canadian women had earned new respect
because of their contributions to the war effort in
warld War 1, the world was still dominated by men
in the twenties. Women had gained the right to vote
in federal and provincial elections (except in
Québec) but only a few women were elected to
office,

women were still viewed by many Canadians as
being infetior to men. This was seen in their roles
outside the home where they followed the
directions of men and served as helpers; they were
not allowed to make the decisions. They usually
occupied low-paying, low-status jobs
traditionally considered female such as
nurses, secretaries, domestics, clerks, or
factory wotkers. These “female” jobs
accounted for 20 percent of the labour
force by 1929. When unions bargained
with employess they often mnade deals
that disciminated against their female
meinbers. Femnale workers received less
than males for doing the same work.
when unions did demand equal pay for
both sexes it was often done to ensure that male
wotkers would not be replaced by the cheaper
labour of women.

In 1929 only 25 peicent of young women
managed 1o attend high school. Few women
became dodors, lawyers, or business executives.
Middle-class women were expected to stop wotking
when they got married; men were expected to
suppor Lheir wives and be the sole breadwinners.
1 1921 a federal law required that female civil
servants quit working when they married. It was
assurned that married woren no longer needed the
incorne and that their jobs should be given to men

with families to support.

Quality of Life

Mauny other changes were improving the quality of .
life for everyone, induding women, during the
1920s. Madhines, new methods of producing goods,
and inventions were affecting the way people lived.
Suddenly electrical appliances were available at
reasonable prices to reduce the time it 100k 10
perform certain chores. Vacuum cleaners, stoves,
refrigerators, washing machines, sewing machines,
and irons were some of the new gadgets that
became part of the daily lives of many Canadians.
Before these appliances wese available doing these
chores had been time consuming hard work; they
were usually done by women. Frozen and canned
foods became common in homes and women no
longer had (o produce everything from scratch. This
did not mean that women had more leisure time; it
merely meant that they had more time to devote o
other tasks like taking care of their chiidren,
husbands, and elderly relatives.

Fashion

Clbt.hing styles for women changed in the 1920s. A

Hemlines rose to above the knee — unthinkable in

earlier times. The “boyish” look in dress and hair
was the modem look of the 1920s. It seemed to
indicate that womern were freer to do more than
before and were mose equal to the men around
them. Beauty parlours grew in number, but concern
for appearance was (o atlract someone suitable Lo
marry. Both men and women saw females as wives
and mothers. A few womnen lived non-conformist
lives. These women were called flappers, but their
lifestyles were considered too extreme-for most
Canadians; they did not fit the traditional ideas of
how a women should look and act.

e

Portrait of a [lapper do

A minority of young women who lived in the cities
during the 1920s were considered by many o be
wild, immeral, and uncontrollable. The tenmn
“flapper” was a put down. It came from the word to
describe a young. immiature bird that had not yet
grown enough feathers to {ly but was uselessly
{lapping its wings to try 1o ake to the air. Many
Canadians were shocked by the flappers’
appearance, behaviour, and lifestyle. They wore 100
much make-up and perfume, used bad language,
simoked ciparettes, drank alcohol, and wore short
skirts and revealing clothing. They loved fast cars
and parties and stayed out all night dancing

In 1924 a new dance appeared called the
Chaileston. It was first pefformed in a dieatie show
called Runnin’ Wild and at first was considered tao
difficult for ordinary people. But young people,
especially flappers, soon adopted this new dance
craze; its fast rhythim and steps were exactly what
they wanted. They were ready to embrace anything
that seemed new and exciting. Scon the Charleston
became the rage and Mying beads, crossing hands,
and knocking knees became the newest fad.
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