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THE FLAPPER AND THE FOGY: REPRESENTATIONS
OF GENDER AND AGE IN THE 1920S
Laura Davidow Hirshbein

In the 1920s in the United States, public attention was riveted on the antics of a
new, rebellious younger generation. Although popular representations focused on
youth in crisis, these representations emphasized comparisons between young and
old. This article explores the public discussions about youth culture in the 1920s
and how they helped to refine cultural categories of youth and old age. In addition,
through gender-specific representations, social commentators worked out new
definitions of masculinity, femininity, and the relationships between the sexes.
Furthermore, the rhetorical conflict between generations of Americans helped to
frame important contemporary questions about national identity.

In the 1920s in the United States, public attention was riveted on the represented antics
of a new, rebellious younger generation. Within the mass culture of the burgeoning
magazine and movie industries, as well as the new medium of motion pictures and
expansions in advertising, one of the hottest topics of the time was youth.1 Commentators of the time wrote extensively on whether or not the younger generation was leading society toward progress or toward destruction. But while the ostensible topic of
these discussions was the behavior of young people, popular representations of youth
in crisis depended on a constant series of comparisons between young and old.
In this article, I explore the discussions of youth that appeared in popular magazines
in the 1920s. I focus on the definitions of youth and old age that emerged from these
public discussions, as well as the implications for gender standards and national identity. These popular magazine accounts certainly did not reflect the experiences of the
majority of Americans, particularly those of young working-class men and women of
this time period.2 Instead, the representations in popular magazines presumed a white,
middle-class audience. Although the portraits of youth and old age were hardly democratic, they provide a useful way to examine changes in middle-class culture in the
1920s. Historian Lynn Hunt has pointed out that public discussions are important
sources of information for historians because they not only describe opinion but also
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help to shape reality itself. In her own work, Hunt has endeavored to “examine the
ways in which linguistic practice, rather than simply reflecting social reality, could
actively be an instrument of (or constitute) power. . . . Words did not just reflect social
and political reality; they were instruments for transforming reality.”3
A number of historians have described the ways in which the language of generations was used at different times by contemporary social commentators to frame features of American society. Historian Paul Boyer has pointed out that public expressions of the relationship between young people and their families have been important
means of expressing moral norms in American culture since the nineteenth century.4 In
addition, Annie Kriegel has pointed out that the image of conflict between generations
has been frequently used throughout the centuries, although it has had different significance in each time and place.5 In the 1920s, commentators used the image of generational conflict to explore the implications of new and old in American society and to
organize rapidly shifting social, cultural, political, and economic worlds.6 In addition,
commentators used the language of generations to make sense of changes in gender
ideals, as twentieth-century men articulated anxieties about loss of independence and
control within the workplace, and women struggled to redefine femininity in post–suffrage amendment society.7
Not only did popular writers in the 1920s use the language of generations to articulate new roles for different generations of men and women, but also a number of commentators used images of the relationship between two generations to make sense of
the nation’s relationship to its past and its present. Historian Henry May has pointed
out that the sometimes ambivalent relationship between younger writers from the time
of the European War and the older literary elite was symbolic of modern Americans’
relationship to their nineteenth-century past.8 Furthermore, Paula Fass has pointed out
that the frequent discussions of youth in the 1920s had less to do with a specific cohort
of young people than a popular preoccupation with evolving national identity.
The image that teases the historical imagination is of a rebellious youth, iconoclastic,
irreverent, frivolous, lost to social responsibility, and even more lost to traditional values and beliefs. While no longer tied to the past, they also rejected the present. . . . [This image] was, in fact, a portrait carefully constructed by contemporaries in
the twenties—in the creative literature, popular journals, and volumes of social analysis by educators, judges, and poets. Contemporaries caricatured youth in order to understand and finally come to terms with the many changes which youth represented
and which had suddenly overwhelmed an older order.9

The conflict between the generations had important implications for the new bureaucratic measure of American society in this time period: age. Historian Howard
Chudacoff has pointed out that, by the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries,
age was increasingly used to group people.10 The rhetorical conflict between the generations helped to reinforce age groupings and develop an emerging idea of old age.11
Although Chudacoff has described age stratification across all age groups during this
time period, I argue that age group recognition was uneven in the twentieth century and
that consolidation of older people into their own distinct age group happened at least
partly in opposition to the age grouping of young people in the 1920s.
In this article, I explore the public discussions about youth culture in the 1920s and
how they helped to shape a cultural category of old age and refine a category of youth. I
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argue that, through gender- and age-specific (as well as class-specific) representations
within American mass culture in the 1920s, social commentators worked out new definitions of youth and old age, as well as masculinity, femininity, and the relationships
between the sexes. Furthermore, the rhetorical conflict between generations of Americans helped to frame important contemporary questions about national identity. The
language of generational conflict became more and more pervasive during the 1920s
such that, by the 1930s and 1940s, the perceived differences between young and old
were used more and more to justify professional actions and economic adjustments.12
Furthermore, the differences between categories of generation and gender helped to
reinforce gender-specific age discussions for many subsequent decades.13
YOUTH AND OLD AGE
In 1921 and 1922, the editors of the Literary Digest, one of the most widely read
periodicals in America at the time, addressed the pressing contemporary issue of the
nation’s troubled youth. Asking “Is the Younger Generation in Peril?” the editors
polled their colleagues in the press, college professors and presidents, philosophers,
novelists, and religious leaders for opinions on what appeared to be radically new attitudes and behavior in young people. The Literary Digest coverage captured many of
the issues that were constantly being discussed in contemporary periodicals, books,
fiction, and films about young people’s new freedoms in speech, behavior, and dress.14
The articles in the Literary Digest particularly focused on representations of four
typical figures: the older woman, the younger woman (the flapper), the young man,
and the older man (the fogy). These stock figures were frequently juxtaposed with
each other within the popular literature of the time. Portraits of youth and age emerged
from the comparisons and contrasts between these stock figures. Through their praise,
as well as their criticism, of the younger generation of the 1920s, social commentators
and cultural critics compared the attitudes and behavior of youth with those of the
older generation. As one journalist explained, the problem with the younger generation was really “a conflict between the conservative point of view of a past generation
and the eager, liberal outlook of a modern age.”15 Thus, when contemporary critics
exclaimed over a crisis of youth, they articulated a clash between a new generation and
its predecessor.
Journalists and popular writers in the 1920s used readily recognizable stereotypes
to portray the characteristics of both generations within popular literature. The younger generation was portrayed through representative middle-class, energetic figures
who were born in the twentieth century, participated in the European War, and eagerly
consumed the latest technology. Representations of young men emphasized their
quickness of action and their expedient abandonment of older social niceties, while
representations of young women highlighted their short hair and shorter skirts and
sometimes their new right to vote. The older generation was portrayed as a group of
parents or grandparents who were born in the nineteenth century, remained committed
to Victorian morality, and were nostalgic about the past. Older men were associated
with a more conservative outlook on politics and dress, while older women were connected to older ideas about morals and manners.16 Narrators within popular magazines
generally adopted a position with one of these stock figures and then invited readers to
position themselves on either side of the generational divide.17
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These generational representations bore only a small resemblance to real social cohorts. As Fass has pointed out, portraits of youth in 1920s popular literature centered
on the relatively small population of young men and women in the colleges and universities, as well as those who went to France during the war, and did not correspond to the
social world of most young people of the time.18 Furthermore, the representations of
the older generation did not map out onto a specific demographically identifiable
group at all. One writer, who identified himself as part of the older generation, pointed
out that the common association of his generation with the Civil War was not necessarily accurate. The younger generation apparently believed of the older
that they are the Victorians, they are the Howells and his contemporaries, they are the
men and women who created the family magazine, invented morality, revived Puritanism, and tried to impose evolution on a society that preferred devolution by international combat. But these men are all dead, or have ceased writing. They are not our
older generation.19

These representations of the older and younger generations served a rhetorical purpose
and were useful ways of expressing social change, as well as conflict over contemporary issues.
In 1920, the Atlantic Monthly ran a series of four articles on the topic of the younger
generation, one each from the point of view of an older man, an older woman, a young
man, and a young woman. Each narrator represented himself or herself as one of the
figures of a family drama. The conflicting points of view of these four narrators, the
ways each represented himself or herself, and the ways in which the narrator represented the other figures make this quartet of writings a good illustration of the characters in the generational conflict of the time. Each of these figures presented a characteristic point of view on tradition and change, old and new, and the contest between young
and old in America.
The first in the series was an article by an older man, writing under the pseudonym
“Mr. Grundy” (an appellation presumably referring to the literary stock figure of Mrs.
Grundy, a symbol of inflexible and outdated morality). Claiming authority because of
his years of experience, as well as his sex, Mr. Grundy reported that society was on the
brink of collapse because people were not behaving according to their traditional roles.
Mr. Grundy complained that older women were overindulgent and that members of the
younger generation were behaving in a reckless and irresponsible manner. In his particular focus on the wild antics of young women, Mr. Grundy asserted that older men
were still the governing figures in society. He identified himself with all those older
men who shared “the trusty sledgehammer of Parental Authority” and argued that “it is
for us middle-aged fathers and uncles to do our share toward restoring social law and
order—peaceably if we can, forcibly if we must.”20 As Mr. Grundy illustrated, the representation of the older man in 1920s popular literature constantly emphasized the
power of his experience and the tradition of male authority.21
Like Mr. Grundy, author and Bryn Mawr faculty member Katharine Fullerton
Gerould blamed the younger generation for society’s ills. While Mr. Grundy emphasized older men’s power to act, Gerould represented the importance of protecting the
traditional and moral fabric of society. She blamed the decline of religion for social
disorder, particularly the weakening of religious impulses over time.
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Humanity will go the primrose path unless forbidden by some power in which it believes. . . . The parents of this younger generation that is shocking us kept . . . their morality when they threw over their religion. But they cannot pass on that morality, except in a weakened form, when the religion is gone.22

Gerould emphasized the moral authority of older women in promulgating the value of
tradition.23
While Mr. Grundy and Gerould blamed the younger generation for disrupting the
traditional social order, the spokesmen for the younger generation criticized the
old-fashioned notions and inflexibility of the older generation. John F. Carter Jr., who
identified himself as one of “these wild young people,” spoke for the group of younger
men recently returned from combat in the European War. Like most of his contemporaries, Carter spoke of his generation of men in terms of their war experience, even
though most young men in the United States did not fight during the European War.24
Carter claimed for himself and for his generation not only veteran status but also the
moral authority of the first truly modern generation in which manners and morals took
second place to new technologies and reordered imperatives after the war. Carter took
issue with both the “maiden aunt” sensibilities of Gerould and the “oldster” mentality
of Mr. Grundy and claimed wisdom for the younger generation because of their intense
experiences with war. In Carter’s representation, the older generation was tired and
foolish and still too powerful in society.
We have seen the inherent beastliness of the human race revealed in an infernal apocalypse. It is the older generation who forced us to see all this. . . . And now, through the
soft-headed folly of these painfully shocked Grundys, we have that devastating wisdom which is safe only for the burned-out embers of grizzled, cautious old men.25

For Carter, the virtues of experience and wisdom belonged to the younger generation
while there was nothing left for the older generation but to bow out gracefully.
Finally, the most notorious figure of the time, the modern young woman (or flapper), contributed her opinion “to round out the quartette.” “A Last Year’s Debutante”
likened the experiences of the younger generation to the challenges of the new world:
Motors, movies, jazz-music, freedom of action, liberty of thought, the rights of individuals—all these facts and theories surround us, threaten us, excite us, and tempt us.
We are experimenting with vital things, and we are bound to make mistakes; only,
dear Mr. Grundy, don’t let your contemporaries judge us without realizing the seething, bubbling, changing, electrical world into which we have been flung—as unprepared as was America herself for the struggle from which she emerged triumphant,
though very faulty and somewhat smirched.26

The young woman’s representation of the younger generation identified it with the
nation itself. In her formulation, the younger generation was doing the important business of gaining experience. There was no value in the knowledge gained by the older
generation because it was of a world gone by.
The representations of the older and younger generations revealed very different
ideas about old age. The two spokesmen for the older generation emphasized older
men’s traditional power and older women’s moral authority. They also assumed that
members of the older generation would have superior wisdom to evaluate the new

Hirshbein / THE FLAPPER AND THE FOGY

117

world. For the members of the younger generation, however, the only valuable experience was that gained in the modern world. Furthermore, because younger people were
immersed in the massive changes of the new century, the experiences of older people
were useless and sometimes even harmful.
GENDER AND AGE
In the 1920s, mass culture discussions about middle-class youth involved not only a
comparison between young and old but also a comparison between young and old men
and women. By that time in the United States, there had been dramatic changes in the
social and cultural relationship between men and women. In the nineteenth century, as
historians of both men and women have pointed out, homosocial community organizations were essential to American society.27 In addition, the cultural ideology that separated male and female was one of the most powerful defining characteristics of nineteenth-century American culture.28 In the twentieth century, however, men and women
had more and more public interactions. The public discussions around generational
conflicts revealed other conflicts as different generations of men and women tried to
make sense of new gender relationships.29
Through popular discussions of generational conflict, gender and age categories
complicated each other. Older women’s traditional power of organizing for women’s
causes was held up next to young women’s new political and educational freedoms,
while older men’s traditional social power was juxtaposed to younger men’s energy
and quickness. Ultimately, social commentators articulated a complicated system of
oppositions in which definitions of masculinity and femininity depended on age. In the
process, the power gained by an older generation of women through their social action
in the nineteenth century was debunked in favor of a reification of women’s roles as
wives and mothers. In addition, older and younger men became increasingly separated
as masculinity became defined in terms of energy, quickness, efficiency, and physical
prowess, qualities that did not match with older men’s strengths of wisdom and maturity.
As Gerould’s article in the Atlantic Monthly series illustrated, the figure of the older
woman based her authority on her role as arbiter of morals and manners. As historian
and literary critic Ann Douglas has described, however, the figure of the older woman
was under attack in American culture in the early twentieth century. Although some
commentators in the 1920s attempted to remind readers of women’s nineteenth-century moral accomplishments, Douglas has pointed out that the matriarch was frequently targeted as an obstacle to modernism.30 Commentators used the figure of the
older woman as moral authority to critique young people, but many also attempted to
minimize women’s authority through emphasizing the triviality of women’s traditional moral standards, as well as through unfavorably comparing the matriarch to the
younger generation of women.31
As Douglas has observed, representations of older women’s authority within the
popular literature seldom supported older women’s claim to moral superiority. Instead, older women’s inflexible moralism was criticized for its focus on trivial matters
amid much larger social issues. Some writers showed the pettiness of older women’s
concerns through representing generational conflict in terms of manners. In these representations, older women’s assessment of the great crisis of the younger generation
tended toward the ridiculous. One New York hostess revealed her outrage about the
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ways in which the younger generation offended her social sensibilities, and she
equated bad social behavior with the downfall of society.
To be specific, these are some of the ways in which the younger men and women of
smart society to-day offend in propriety: They take for granted the favors shown them
by older people, seldom acknowledging in the slightest degree their social debt. For
seasons past young guests have been known to leave the private dinner and supper
dances without making their adieus to the lady who gave the party. And often the late
arrivals have dashed in, the girls after leaving their wraps and snatching a puff of their
cigarets [sic], have dived into the dancing without even the customary formality of
greeting the hostess.

This writer argued that manners were inextricably tied to morals, and thus the behavior
of the younger generation was illustrative of significant national difficulty. “The world
is in a chaotic reconstructive period, and it is disturbing to feel that the foundations of
the social structure are trembling.”32 Though this author was earnest in her suggestion
that party manners were a significant component of the fabric of society, most representations of older women tended to mock older women’s insistence that social niceties and little conventions held America together. Since women’s concerns were represented as trivial, women’s older role as guardian of morality seemed to be in question.
One of the most noticeable critiques of older women came through contemporary
writers’ comparisons between younger and older generations of women. Historian
Peter Filene has pointed out that generational conflict between women was important
to the decline of feminism in the 1920s, as younger women disagreed with their elders
over politics, marriage, and sexuality.33 Within the older model of female behavior,
women of all ages were expected to try to better society through the special interests of
women. Many older women were disturbed by young women’s refusal to identify with
older moral and political agendas. Feminist reformer (and member of the older generation) Charlotte Perkins Gilman agreed that the freedoms of the younger generation
could be exhilarating, but “gay and proud and impudent, they have escaped from
authority and duty and decorum, and, like Humpty-dumpty, have had a great fall.”
Gilman further lamented that young women were wasting their freedom by focusing
their energies on a frivolous pursuit of fun rather than trying to better their sex and their
race. She implored all women to continue to seriously consider the weighty issues with
which her generation had struggled, and she insisted that women’s new freedoms
would be for naught if young women only pursued their own pleasure.34
While some older feminists such as Gilman criticized younger women for their
moral laxity, many commentators favorably represented younger women’s free behavior in contrast to the restrictions of the older generation.35 Even some older women participated in describing a new kind of femininity, one that had eliminated the problems
experienced by the older generation of women. These older women writers argued that
the world of their youth was repressive and that young women represented a better future for all women. As one older woman commented, younger women required guidance rather than blame:
In the old days there was great likelihood that girls might remain ignorant of most of
the problems connected with social vice and irregular sexual relations. Their world
was small and fixed, and there was no possibility for them to widen its bound-
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aries. . . . But the modern girl knows enough to be aware that there are problems and
questionings, and yet she is not given that frank, clear instruction which would enable
her to understand that there is a real and substantial reason for many of the ‘thou shalt
nots’ which seem to her to be mere harassments.36

In this way, older women presented younger women’s freedoms, while excessive, as a
vast improvement on the conditions they endured when they were young.
In the comparisons between young women and old women, older women were represented as part of an older moral order, one that did not necessarily have any relevance
in the modern world. Younger women were represented as more free and energetic but
without the moral authority exercised by an older generation. While some women
emphasized the bonds between women of all generations, particularly in opposition to
men, younger women tended to ally themselves with the younger generation of men in
opposition to the older generation of both sexes.
Through popular representations of the alliance between young women and men,
the moral standards of older women appeared even more outdated and remote. A younger spokesman replied to a critique of his generation’s manners by arguing that the
older generation was trying to escape broader issues by focusing on the younger generation’s behavior: “It might seem that the older generation seeks to divert censure from
itself for the evils of war and the pangs of peace by casting blame on youth.” Furthermore, this young man argued that the younger generation was justified in its behavior:
We have seen hideous peculation, greed, anger, hatred, malice, and all uncharitableness, unmasked and rampant and unashamed. We have been forced to live in an atmosphere of ‘to-morrow we die,’ and so, naturally, we drank and were merry. We have
seen the rottenness and shortcomings of all governments, even the best and most stable. We have seen entire social systems overthrown, and our own called in question.37

The figures of younger men and women, who claimed that they were only reacting to
the serious upheaval after the European War, contrasted with the older women’s concerns about sustaining a moral order based on rules of etiquette and feminine influence.
Another way in which younger women and men were represented as allied against
older women was in the arena of sex. While some older women commentators agreed
that the discussions around sex in their own generation had been too limited, the younger generation went much farther by embracing the work of Sigmund Freud and the
sexual freedom they read into his theories. As Leslie Fishbein has argued,
Psychoanalysis had proved useful to the postwar generation as a means both of scoffing at Victorianism and searching for new bases of social behavior. However, Freudian doctrine was commonly misinterpreted to justify sexual license, to provide a scientific justification for sexual expression.38

Some commentators at the time argued that young people had an obligation to develop
in the area of sex: “The two most important aims in the education of boys and girls
should be the gradual emancipation from parental control and the achievement of a
healthy heterosexuality.”39 Younger women and men embraced the new freedom of
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expression in sexuality sanctioned by their view of Freud, while the older generation
lamented the past when morality was more strictly defined.
The generations of women illustrated two different versions of femininity: older
women were reminders of a time when women socialized with one another and were
active in causes for women, while younger women emphasized their new freedoms
and new possible relationships with young men. But at the same time that younger
women were insisting that all young people had more in common with each other than
with the older people of the same sex, there were some commentators who articulated
a timeless definition of womanhood in opposition to manhood. Much of this discussion was generated by male members of the older generation, and it located the problems of society in the ways in which younger women rebelled against traditional male
authority.
From the perspective of the older generation, one of the major problems with the
younger generation was that young women had increased their demands for social and
political participation. In the process of describing this problem, commentators referred to essential qualities of womanhood, qualities that could cause problems if not
channeled correctly. As an editor of the Nation explained,
The postponement of marriage has reduced the number of children born, and has
therefore released for other functions a vast amount of human energy once devoted by
very young women to gestation and lactation. Anyone who has had occasion to observe a group of girls in the schools and colleges of this generation knows how tremendous is the store of surplus energy for which there is no biological outlet and which too
often fails to be sublimated as it might well into other forms of service.40

Many narratives about younger women emphasized the paramount importance of their
reproductive functions, and commentators frequently worried that this reproductive
energy was being lost. Anxieties about the younger generation of women were linked
to disputes about birth control and fears of race suicide among white, middle-class
observers.41
While some writers worried about the changing habits of women in the twentieth
century, others dealt with contemporary anxieties about women by asserting that
women had always been essentially the same. Psychologist (and older man) G. Stanley
Hall confidently predicted that, while modern women had temporarily abandoned the
characteristics of their sex, they would soon return to behavior more compatible with
their biological destiny.
In all the long struggle for emancipation, sometimes called the war of sex against sex,
woman has, and perhaps necessarily, laid aside for the time some of her most distinctive traits, and competed with man along his own lines, and perhaps grown thereby a
trifle masculine. But true progress demands that sex distinctions be pushed to the uttermost, that women become more feminine and men more virile. This need modern
feminism has failed to recognize; but it is just this which flapperdom is now asserting.
These girls not only accept, but glory in, their sex as such, and are giving free course to
its native impulses. Underneath the mannish ways which [the flapper] sometimes affects, she really vaunts her femininity, and her exuberance gives it a new charm.42

While historian Carroll Smith-Rosenberg has pointed out that the New Woman of the
1920s represented a challenge to traditional notions of femininity, contemporary
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observers such as Hall minimized the flapper’s freedoms by reiterating the binary distinction between women and men.43 Hall’s comment illustrated one strand of popular
representation of women’s new freedoms and actions. He and other writers emphasized the ultimate differences between men and women and the essential qualities of
womanhood.
While younger women’s educational and work opportunities in the 1920s had given
them freedoms hardly imaginable by their mothers and grandmothers, many observers
framed all of women’s new activities in terms of the timeless roles of wife and mother.
When I read . . . of the manifold progress which the modern girl has made over her
mid-Victorian and late Victorian predecessors; when I hear, as I constantly do hear, of
her efficiency as a business-girl, of her prowess as an athlete, of her achievements in
the realism of art, science and literature, I cannot help asking myself the question. . . . Can the modern girl love?44

Repeatedly asserting that women’s role had always been only to love, to marry, and to
make a proper home for her husband and children, many commentators minimized
women’s freedoms and instead reiterated an essential opposition between women and
men.
Representations of women tended to emphasize women in relationships with men
as wives, mothers, and daughters. One older man asserted that he would not have trouble with his daughters as long as they remembered that relationship: “[I told my six
daughters] so long as you remain the sensible, good representative, unspoiled daughters of an understanding American daddy, who loves, understands, and adores you,
you may wear any costume that you fancy.”45 Another claimed that, regardless of external appearances, girls had always been the same because their relationships continued
to be central to their identities:
For a girl is what the world has needed and what life has created, working slowly from
far-off times till now. Cherisher of wounded, wearied men, nourisher and guardian of
helpless children from of old, she has become the little sister of all mankind, supremely interested in people. . . . No matter how selfish or how artistic or how athletic
she may be, she measures her happiness, not by things achieved or by obstacles and
enemies overcome, but by persons pleased.46

Commentators were particularly anxious to show that younger women wanted to
please their families and friends and did not in fact want to turn the social order on its
head.
Although some commentators were confident of the eternal qualities of all women,
others worried that new freedoms were allowing young women to betray the trust of
their sex. Some blamed the vote for young women’s excessive behavior: “Political and
economic liberty . . . has come to women, who, retaining their sex instincts and yet not
knowing how to use their freedom, are apt to claim the virtues and ape the vices of
men.”47 Other commentators believed that young women would not behave irresponsibly if they were not encouraged by young men, allowed to frolic by lax mothers, or
improperly disciplined by fathers. A spokesperson for the YWCA in New Jersey commented that beauty pageants, turned “splendid examples of innocent and pure womanhood” and “filled [their heads] with vicious ideas.”48 Some male writers lamented the
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loss of traditional female characteristics and called on old and young women alike to
return to the traditions of the older generation.
Other commentators emphasized the failings of both generations of women: modern womanhood was in jeopardy because young women misbehaved and older women
failed to discipline them. One principal of a private Massachusetts high school told a
story of a young man who conveyed his dismay at women.
He related how he and a friend had been asked by the matron at a fashionable dance to
take home a young girl who was too drunk even to help herself; how they had placed
her in a taxi and had deposited her limp form in the hallway of her sumptuous home,
where the mother, with no sign of distress, had graciously thanked them for what in
her eyes appeared be an ordinary attention. He told me more, much more; but it were
best left unsaid. And then, as he ended with the frank admission of his inability to
stand against the tide, he turned to me and said in a tone of very real distress, “What
can a fellow do?”49

Writers such as this older man emphasized connections between generations of men in
opposition to the problematic behavior of all women.
Some men were particularly worried about how changing ideas of femininity
would affect them. One older man framed his anxieties about women’s behavior in
terms of women’s moral influence. He pleaded for a return to “old standards of morality” because
there is nothing to tell a boy that he should believe that womankind as a whole is pure
and modest and high-minded and far better than he is, and demands of him, for his
own sake and for hers, that he shall live clean and meet her on an equal plane.50

Some writers turned to older representations of women that emphasized women’s
place as moral authorities, while others rejected women’s authority both old and new
in favor of male prerogative. Several editors who were polled by the Literary Digest
about the problem of the younger generation praised the Digest for its “attempt to
make this world safe for masculinity.”51 While the editors of the Literary Digest somewhat ironically suggested that controlling younger women’s outfits and behavior
might save the world for men, a number of male writers expressed a hostility, almost to
the point of violence, about the need to control young women.52 As Mr. Grundy
reported to the Atlantic Monthly, “If woman resorts to barbaric methods of conquering
young men, old men must retaliate by adopting uncivilized warfare to subjugate
woman.”53 For many men of this time period, young women’s freedoms were simply
incompatible with the older social order.
While some writers attempted to reassert the binary opposition between men and
women, there was an increasingly important split between generations of middle-class
men. In particular, representations of men showed a rift between types of male authority. In the areas of education and politics, the figure of an older man was used to represent tradition, authority based on experience, and the wisdom of long life. In contrast,
the figure of a younger man represented modernity, the rapid accumulation of experiences in modern life, and the superiority of energy over wisdom. Through the conflict
between the representations of older men and younger men, traditional authority was
called into question.
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For example, older men identified themselves and were associated with an older
system of education, one that relied on ancient texts and frequent reference to European traditions. Older educators lamented the lack of education of the younger generation, as well as the general lack of interest in appropriate learning material among
young people. The writer, philosopher, and Harvard professor George Santayana remarked that young people had difficulty with the traditional college curriculum because of their new point of view.
I was . . . not at all surprised that the life of the ancients, although alone truly human
and addressed to a possible happiness, should not appeal to young America. It is too
remote, too simple; it presupposes the absence of this vast modern mechanical momentum, this rushing tide of instrumentalities on which young America is borne along
so merrily.54

While older educators insisted that the classics were timeless and useful to all, the
older traditions were often juxtaposed with younger people’s assertions that the immediacy of American experience was superior to the imported wisdom of the ancients.
Younger writers insisted that education needed to be fresh and vigorous, alive and
relevant. They were scathing in their critique of the educational habits of previous generations.
The old way of teaching produced indoctrinated young ostriches. One scribbled down
notebooks full of dead information delivered once and for all by desiccated lecturers
and then passed it back again in examinations, solemnly as though it were a
corpse. . . . To learn through direct contact with the problems of life, not our own exclusively but other people’s too,—that is becoming more articulately and widely our
aim.55

In this representation of the younger generation, the wisdom of the older generation
was no longer necessary, as young men emphasized their closer relationship to experiences most relevant to their lives.
Politics was another area of authority that showed a contrast between older men’s
wisdom and younger men’s energies. While they conceded that the younger generation was enthusiastic, older commentators argued that young men were not responsible. Older men also claimed to have a greater understanding of the world as well as
greater wisdom and clarity. As one older editor pointed out,
The fact is that the sound thinking of the world has never been the product of youth,
aside from an occasional and luminous genius. Old men for council, and young men
for war. It would appear self-evident that our youthful theorists, scarcely able as yet to
cope with the business of earning their way through the world, are not to be trusted
with the rather particular matter of moral revolution.56

In the worldview proposed through a sympathetic representation of older men, men
needed to prove their capabilities in everyday life before they could begin to address
the magnitude of political problems.
Another divisive issue for American men was the European War. Commentators divided generations of men based on their role in the war. “On the one side are the ‘old
men,’ who stand for the conditions which bred the war—for the war, in short; on the
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other the young, who stand for a new world.”57 Young men blamed older men for beginning the war and criticized their inability to look to the future and preserve the
world for the next generation. Young men also insisted that their own participation in
the European War was enough experience to give them equal power as older, and theoretically wiser, men.
They tell us that we are too young and uninformed to handle momentous questions,
but when the country gets into trouble like war, the whole job is shoved on our shoulders. If we are wise enough to fight, we are wise enough to prevent wars.58

While representations of older men emphasized the wisdom and experience of age,
younger writers tried to claim that modern experiences were more intense than those of
the older generation and therefore that younger people were better experts on modern
problems than their elders were.
Not only did younger men claim that modern experience was superior to the wisdom accumulated by their elders, but they also claimed that advanced age produced
infirmity that disqualified older men.59 One author argued that older men’s inability to
fight in the war was not only an indication of their age but also a cause of further
advance into old age: “They have become older, not because they have lived through a
larger experience, like the younger men, but because they have become further
removed from that which makes men young.”60 In addition, younger writers questioned whether old men were really wiser: “The tendency in political life—at least in
an industrial democracy—is to confuse seniority with superiority and old age with
ability.”61 Younger men emphasized the physical and emotional failings in old age and
suggested that there was no necessary correlation between age and wisdom.
While many commentators, young and old, suggested that middle-class masculinity was different for different age groups, some older men emphasized male bonds that
united the generations. While younger men may have participated in the European
War, older men illustrated that all men spiritually participated in war.
I am certain that a very great majority of the young soldiers known to me give us others
the credit at least that we believed we were sorry not to be with them, and were
ashamed to be in safety while they faced what they had to face.62

Indeed, some older writers called on military metaphors to remind young men that all
men were in the fight together, and even as young men went off to battle for a modern
new world, the older veterans of life’s struggles would applaud.
Remember all the time that we’re right behind, bragging about you, calling to the tired
veterans of the army to stand up and cheer for you. You’re going to plant your flag on
that peak yonder that we never dared attempt.63

While representations of young men during this time period were often linked to
heroic action during the European War, some older commentators were anxious to
show that the ability to make war was not the defining element of modern masculinity.
Instead, older men showed men’s common sympathies as ways of linking the male
generations.64
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In the hierarchies of power elaborated through discussions of generational conflict
in the 1920s, the ultimate victors were young men who combined the energy and
quickness of the modern generation with the new qualities of masculinity. Younger
women’s efforts to ally with young men were hampered by commentators’ reminders
of the eternal qualities of womanhood, qualities that would be best used if women
stayed home with their children. Older women’s moral authority declined throughout
the early part of the twentieth century, and as Douglas has pointed out, the cultural
authority of the matriarch was eventually debunked as an obstacle to modern progress.
Finally, older men’s distinctive kind of power was increasingly distanced from the
evolving notions of masculinity through the 1930s and 1940s. The most enduring legacy of the public discussion of the generations in conflict in the 1920s was the difference between young and old men, in opposition to most women.
CONFLICT, MEMORY, AND NATIONAL IDENTITY
The public discussion of the problematic younger generation revealed different
images of old age from the perspective of the older and younger generations, as well as
the emerging distinction between young and old men. Furthermore, this discussion
revealed national uncertainty about conflict, the changing role of memory in American
culture, and changes in national identity in the aftermath of the European War. During
the 1920s, when the problems of generational relationships appeared to be everywhere, commentators could accommodate the language of generational opposition to
describe racial strife, changes in technology, and Americans’relationship to the past.
While some commentators insisted that the conflict between the generations was
the most pressing issue for Americans in the early twentieth century, there were obviously other, quite important changes to American society going on at the time. For example, as Douglas has pointed out, one of the perceived threats to white culture during
this time period was the rising prominence of the New Negro.65 Some writers within
the popular literature of this time period displaced anxieties about race and social
change onto a conflict between different age groups. For example, one writer argued
that the division between the generations was as serious and as insoluble as race relations:
The old and the young are as far apart in point of view, code, and standard, as if they
belonged to different races. . . . Let us frankly—if regretfully—accept as a premise
that the two generations are natural enemies, suspicious of each other, critical, distrustful, unsympathetic, and hostile.66

This doubling of race problems with generational conflict could be less threatening
than confronting real racial antagonism because no matter the extent of conflict
between members of a small (presumably white, middle-class) family, they were still a
family. On the other hand, though, the language of the threat of race relations could
express contemporary anxieties about the collapse of family life, a recurring fear for
American social commentators throughout the twentieth century.67 If the hope for the
future was the unity of the white family, conflict between the generations was extraordinarily disruptive.68
Some social commentators explained and attempted to contain threatening social
change within the language of generational conflict. For example, dramatic changes
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such as the introduction of new technologies could be understood within the framework of generations of a family. As contemporary commentators frequently pointed
out, the younger generation was the first to grow up with many modern new conveniences such as the automobile, and this set their experiences apart from that of the
older generation. Journalists and other writers contrasted pastoral simplicity and mechanical innovation through examples of how differently the older and younger generations had lived their lives.
In other days the boy paid court to his ‘girl’on an ivied porch or in a cosy parlor, under
the watchful eyes of a mother or the stricter vigil of a maiden aunt. If he took the girl
‘buggy-riding,’ it was necessary for no great distance, and the return was usually long
before the stars had begun to fade. The courting couple were never far from some sort
of chaperonage. Impressionable and impulsive, they lived within the exterior restraints of a community observation and judgment, in face of direct family and community control, which were a considerable safeguard. But nowadays the gay young
gallant steps on the gas, and the pair are soon beyond any sort of parental or other surveillance.69

Commentators often wrote glowingly of the possibilities available to the younger generation from new technologies, but many also expressed concern that those technologies would irrevocably change human behavior. While most writers within the popular
press appreciated the new technologies, they wrote about the old ways of doing things
in rosy, nostalgic terms.
Historians have pointed out that American culture in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries contained both enthusiasm for the modern and nostalgia for the
past. T. J. Jackson Lears has observed the extent to which nostalgia for the world gone
by was an important element in early-twentieth-century life.70 Michael Kamman has
argued that modernism could be countered through the systematic recollections of the
past. He has pointed out that during the 1920s Americans made literary canons of great
authors, while tourism in this country boomed with the creation of numerous historical
sites.71 Within the popular literature of the 1920s, young people who were born in the
twentieth century represented modern efficient methods, while older people brought
up in the nineteenth century stood for tradition and history. Just as most Americans
were ambivalent about the relationship between progress and tradition, so most commentators revealed some ambivalence about the relationship between modern youth
and traditional age.
Before the European War, older people (particularly literary elites) symbolized the
stately tradition of the nineteenth century. Historian Henry May has described the
occasion of author William Dean Howells’s seventy-fifth birthday in 1912, as “really a
testimonial to the unity, excellence, and continuity of American nineteenth-century
civilization.”72 In addition, memory of the past, as shared by older figures in society,
could also be important to help interpret present events. Historian David Kennedy has
pointed out that the memories of Civil War veterans played a central role in shaping the
twentieth-century imagination of war. Not only were men such as Theodore Roosevelt
and Woodrow Wilson old enough to remember the war, but also, Kennedy has shown
that the older men’s memories of war at the time of the European War helped to shape
the connections between masculinity and war in terms of heroic contests and a chivalric tradition. “An older generation . . . preached that combat offered adventure-filled
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liberation from the iron trend of peacetime society toward mechanization, routine, and
the suppression of the individual.” Kennedy has argued that the older men produced a
version of war, based on their own experiences, that glorified the possibilities for
renewed masculine action in vigorous wartime activity.73
In the years following the European War, however, the authority of the older generation as spokesmen for nineteenth-century values was called into question. More and
more in the 1920s, the conflict between the generations symbolized a tension between
modernism and tradition. While social commentators emphasized the energy and
excitement of the future, represented by the younger generation, they were also still
sympathetic to traditional values, represented by the older generation.74 The concept
of old age, particularly as contrasted to youth, continued to provide a way for popular
writers to grapple with Americans’hopes for the future as well as memories of the past.
The represented conflict between generations of men and women illustrated the
tension between older assumptions and the expectations of a new century. As one author explained, the whole question of the radical nature of the younger generation was
based on the perspective of the older generation.
The question is, are young people really what we think they are or are we crystallized
and old-fashioned? . . . There is no doubt that boys and girls have a freedom and a
frankness which their elders never experienced. They pursue pleasure with an ardor
that leaves the more recently emerged Puritans of an older generation astonished
and aghast. But is it really any worse than the codified and conventionalized social
life which was broken through clandestinely or suppressed to the point which has
made it necessary for modern psychologists to establish clinics for the restoration of
individuality?75

The association between the generations and the different centuries resonated within
popular literature and was used again and again in the following decades.
In the years after the European War, young people seemed in many ways to symbolize the energy and promise of the new century. As one author explained, only the youth
of that day could get everyone through the contemporary crisis:
It was the splendid folly of youth that fought the war. An exhausted world is leaning on
its strength to-day, on its light-hearted, if light-handed, meeting of new and difficult
conditions, on its courage, its indomitable energy, its amazing and incredible insouciance which will enable it to skate over a social and economic ice so thin that it would
crack under the careful foot of age.76

While youth could become synonymous with energy, the exhaustion of age expressed
the anxieties of the new century: “Most of the pessimism, the foreboding, the gloominess, in the world today is probably simply the fatigue of spiritual old age.”77 As the
United States began its new role as a world power during this time period, many commentators expressed concern with the nation’s relationship to the rest of the world in
terms of trying to balance the impetuous energy of youth and the traditional but failing
power of old age.
In a variety of ways, social commentators used the language of generational conflict to illustrate the rapid changes in American culture and society as well as convey
their ambivalence about these changes. The conflict between the younger and older
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generations seemed to express many of Americans’dilemmas in the 1920s, from racial
strife to the introduction of new technologies to the changing meaning of memories
about the past. The ambivalence of many of these discussions about the older and
younger generations illustrated Americans’ continuing difficulties with reconciling
nostalgia about the past with hope for the future.
EPILOGUE
By the 1930s, the represented contest between the younger and older generations
had largely been resolved in favor of youth, particularly young men. While the threat
of new women’s freedoms had created stresses for many social commentators of the
1920s, women in the following decades did not realize the social or cultural possibilities imagined for them during the 1920s. Although there is still some dispute among
historians about the extent to which women lost ground in the decades following the
passage of the Nineteenth Amendment, women certainly lost much of the social and
political momentum of the women’s rights movements of the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries. In addition, while ideals of womanhood may have become more
open and flexible, the new generation of women never had the same social or cultural
power as the new generation of men.78
The distinction between old and young remained important for men into the 1930s,
particularly as older men became more subject to mandatory retirement and the new
scrutiny of emerging professions of old age psychology and geriatrics.79 As a number
of historians of old age have pointed out, by the 1920s young men and their achievements seemed to dominate society.80 Masculinity was redefined in the first few
decades of the century such that efficiency and adherence to a business ideal seemed to
be appropriately masculine and exemplified by young men. In contrast, reminiscences, slow pace, and inability to adapt to change were associated with older men and
seemed less connected to masculinity.81
The 1920s public discussion about the crisis of youth was a turning point in the cultural relationship between generations of middle-class old and young men and
women. Age became another way in which Americans could be organized, and gender
was an important component to new understandings about age. The conflict between
young and old raised questions about traditional male authority based on age. In addition, twentieth-century opportunities for women outside the home created new cultural relationships between men and women. But while the older binary distinction
between men and women was reasserted in the decades after the 1920s, the most lasting consequence of the contest between the generations was the gradual
marginalization of older men from cultural power.
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