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American Life in the
“Roaring Twenties”

!"!

1919–1929

America’s present need is not heroics but healing; 
not nostrums but normalcy; not revolution but 

restoration; . . . not surgery but serenity.

WARREN G. HARDING, 1920

Bloodied by the war and disillusioned by the
peace, Am ericans turned inward in  the 1920s.

Shunn ing dip lom atic com m itm en ts to foreign
coun tries, they also denounced “radical” foreign
ideas, condem ned “un-Am erican” lifestyles, and
clanged shut the im m igration  gates against foreign
peoples. They partly sealed off the dom estic econ-
om y from  the rest of the world and p lunged head-
long in to a dizzying decade of hom egrown
prosperity.

The boom  of the golden twenties showered gen-
uine benefits on Am ericans, as incom es and living
standards rose for m any. But there seem ed to be
som ething incredible about it all, even as people sang,

My sister she works in  the laundry,
My father sells bootlegger gin ,
My m other she takes in  the washing,
My God! how the m oney rolls in !

New technologies, new consum er products, and
new form s of leisure and en tertainm en t m ade the
twen ties roar. Yet just beneath  the surface lurked
widespread anxieties about the fu ture and fears that
Am erica was losing sight of its traditional ways.

Seeing Red

Hysterical fears of red Russia con tinued to color
Am erican  th inking for several years after the Bol-
shevik revolution  of 1917, which  spawned a tiny
Com m unist party in  Am erica. Tensions were height-
ened by an  epidem ic of strikes that convulsed the
Republic at war’s end, m any of them  the result of
h igh prices and frustrated un ion-organ izing drives.
Upstanding Am ericans jum ped to the conclusion
that labor troubles were fom en ted by bom b-and-



whisker Bolsheviks. A general strike in  Seattle in
1919, though m odest in  its dem ands and orderly in
its m ethods, prom pted a call from  the m ayor for
federal troops to head off “the anarchy of Russia.”
Fire-and-brim stone evangelist Billy Sunday struck a
responsive chord when  he described a Bolshevik as
“a guy with  a face like a porcupine and a breath  that
would scare a pole cat. . . . If I had m y way, I’d fill the
jails so fu ll of them  that their feet would stick out the
window.”

The big “red scare” of 1919–1920 resulted in  a
nationwide crusade against left-wingers whose
Am erican ism  was suspect. Attorney General A.
Mitchell Palm er, who “saw red” too easily, earned
the title of the “Fighting Quaker” by h is excess of
zeal in  rounding up  suspects. They ultim ately
totaled about six thousand. This drive to root out
radicals was redoubled in  June 1919, when  a bom b
shattered both  the nerves and the Washington

hom e of Palm er. The “Fighting Quaker” was there-
upon  dubbed the “Quaking Fighter.”

Other even ts h ighlighted the red scare. Late in
Decem ber 1919, a sh ip load of 249 alleged alien  radi-
cals was deported on  the Buford (“Soviet Ark”) to the
“workers’ paradise” of Russia. One zealot cried, “My
m otto for the Reds is S.O.S.—ship  or shoot.” Hyster-
ia was tem porarily revived in  Septem ber 1920, when
a still-unexplained bom b blast on  Wall Street killed
th irty-eight people and wounded several hundred
others.

Various states joined the pack in  the outcry
against radicals. In  1919–1920 a num ber of legisla-
tures, reflecting the anxiety of “solid” citizens,
passed crim inal syndicalism  laws. These an tired
statu tes, som e of which  were born  of the war, m ade
un lawful the m ere advocacy of violence to secure
social change. Critics protested that m ere words
were not crim inal deeds, that there was a great gulf
between  throwing fits and throwing bom bs, and
that “free screech” was for the nasty as well as the
n ice. Violence was done to traditional Am erican
concepts of free speech as IWW m em bers and other
radicals were vigorously prosecuted. The hysteria
wen t so far that in  1920 five m em bers of the New
York legislature, all lawfully elected, were den ied
their seats sim ply because they were Socialists.

The red scare was a godsend to conservative
businesspeople, who used it to break the backs of
the fledgling un ions. Labor’s call for the “closed,” or
all-un ion , shop was denounced as “Sovietism  in  
disguise.” Em ployers, in  turn , hailed their own  
an tiun ion  cam paign  for the “open” shop as “the
Am erican  p lan .”

Antiredism  and an tiforeign ism  were reflected in
a notorious case regarded by liberals as a “judicial
lynching.” Nicola Sacco, a shoe-factory worker, and
Bartolom eo Vanzetti, a fish  peddler, were convicted
in  1921 of the m urder of a Massachusetts paym aster
and h is guard. The jury and judge were prejudiced
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An au thor-soldier (Guy Em pey) applauded
the “deportation  delirium”when  he wrote,
“I believe we should place them [the reds] all
on a ship of stone, with sails of lead, and that
their first  stopping place should be hell.”



in  som e degree against the defendan ts because they
were Italians, atheists, anarchists, and draft dodgers.

Liberals and radicals the world over rallied to
the defense of the two aliens doom ed to die. The
case dragged on  for six years un til 1927, when   the
condem ned m en  were electrocuted. Com m unists
and other radicals were thus presen ted with  two
m artyrs in  the “class struggle,” while m any Am eri-
can  liberals hung their heads. The evidence against
the accused, though dam aging, betrayed serious
weaknesses. If the trial had been  held in  an  atm os-
phere less charged with  an tiredism , the outcom e
m ight well have been  on ly a prison  term .

Hooded Hoodlums of the KKK

A new Ku Klux Klan , spawned by the postwar 
reaction , m ushroom ed fearsom ely in  the early
1920s. Despite the fam iliar sheets and hoods, it
m ore closely resem bled the an tiforeign  “nativist”
m ovem ents of the 1850s than  the an tiblack
n ightriders of the 1860s. It was an tiforeign , an ti-
Catholic, an tiblack, an ti-Jewish , an tipacifist, an ti-

Com m unist, an ti-in ternationalist, an tievolution ist,
an tibootlegger, an tigam bling, an tiadultery, and
an ti–birth  con trol. It was also pro–Anglo-Saxon ,
pro–“native” Am erican , and pro-Protestan t. In
short, the besheeted Klan  betokened an  extrem ist,
u ltraconservative uprising against m any of the
forces of diversity and m odern ity that were trans-
form ing Am erican  culture.

As reconstitu ted, the Klan  spread with  aston ish-
ing rapidity, especially in  the Midwest and the “Bible
Belt” South . At its peak in  the m id-1920s, it claim ed
about 5 m illion  dues-paying m em bers and wielded
poten t political in fluence. It capitalized on  the typi-
cally Am erican  love of on -the-edge adven ture and
in -group cam araderie, to say nothing of the adoles-
cen t ardor for secret ritual. “Knights of the Invisible
Em pire” included am ong their officials Im perial
Wizards, Grand Goblins, King Kleagles, and other
horrendous “kreatures.” The m ost im pressive dis-
p lays were “konclaves” and huge flag-waving
parades. The chief warn ing was the blazing cross.
The principal weapon  was the bloodied lash , sup-
plem en ted by tar and feathers. Rallying songs were
“The Fiery Cross on  High,” “One Hundred Percen t
Am erican ,” and “The Ku Klux Klan  and the Pope”
(against kissing the Pope’s toe). One brutal slogan
was “Kill the Kikes, Koons, and Katholics.”

This reign  of hooded horror, so repulsive to the
best Am erican  ideals, collapsed rather sudden ly in
the late 1920s. Decen t people at last recoiled from
the orgy of ribboned flesh  and terrorism , while
scandalous em bezzling by Klan  officials launched a
congressional investigation . The bubble was punc-
tured when  the m ovem ent was exposed as a vicious
racket based on  a $10 in itiation  fee, $4 of which  was
kicked back to local organ izers as an  incen tive to
recruit. The KKK was an  alarm ing m an ifestation  of
the in tolerance and prejudice p laguing people anx-
ious about the dizzying pace of social change in  the
1920s. Am erica needed no such cowardly apostles,
whose white sheets concealed dark purposes.

Stemming the Foreign Flood

Isolation ist Am erica of the 1920s, ingrown  and
provincial, had little use for the im m igran ts who
began  to flood in to the coun try again  as peace 
settled soothingly on  the war-torn  world. Som e
800,000 stepped ashore in  1920–1921, about two-
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th irds of them  from  southern  and eastern  Europe.
The “one-hundred-percen t Am ericans,” recoiling at
the sight of th is resum ed “New Im m igration ,” once
again  cried that the fam ed poem  at the base of the
Statue of Liberty was all too literally true: they
claim ed that a sickly Europe was indeed vom iting
on  Am erica “the wretched refuse of its teem ing
shore.”

Congress tem porarily p lugged the breach with
the Em ergency Quota Act of 1921. Newcom ers from
Europe were restricted in  any given  year to a defi-
n ite quota, which  was set at 3 percen t of the people
of their nationality who had been  living in  the
United States in  1910. This national-origins system
was relatively favorable to the im m igran ts from
southern  and eastern  Europe, for by 1910 im m ense
num bers of them  had already arrived.

This stopgap legislation  of 1921 was replaced by
the Im m igration  Act of 1924. Quotas for foreigners
were cut from  3 percen t to 2 percen t. The national-
origins base was sh ifted from  the census of 1910 to
that of 1890, when  com paratively few southern
Europeans had arrived.* Great Britain  and Northern
Ireland, for exam ple, could send 65,721 a year as
against 5,802 for Italy. Southern  Europeans bitterly
denounced the device as un fair and discrim ina-
tory—a trium ph for the “nativist” belief that blue-
eyed and fair-haired northern  Europeans were of
better blood. The purpose was clearly to freeze
Am erica’s existing racial com position , which  was
largely northern  European . A flagran tly discrim i-

natory section  of the Im m igration  Act of 1924
slam m ed the door absolutely against Japanese
im m igran ts. Mass “Hate Am erica” rallies erupted in
Japan , and one Japanese superpatriot expressed h is
outrage by com m itting suicide near the Am erican
em bassy in  Tokyo. Exem pt from  the quota system
were Canadians and Latin  Am ericans, whose prox-
im ity m ade them  easy to attract for jobs when  tim es
were good and just as easy to send back hom e when
they were not.

The quota system  effected a p ivotal departure
in  Am erican  policy. It claim ed that the nation  was
filling up  and that a “No Vacancy” sign  was needed.
Im m igration  henceforth  dwindled to a m ere trickle.
By 1931, probably for the first tim e in  Am erican
experience, m ore foreigners left than  arrived. Quo-
tas thus caused Am erica to sacrifice som ething of its
tradition  of freedom  and opportun ity, as well as its
fu ture ethn ic diversity.

The Im m igration  Act of 1924 m arked the end of
an  era—a period of virtually un restricted im m igra-
tion  that in  the preceding cen tury had brought
som e 35 m illion  newcom ers to the Un ited States,
m ostly from  Europe. The im m igran t tide was now
cut off, but it left on  Am erican  shores by the 1920s a
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*Five years later the Act of 1929, using 1920 as the quota base,
virtually cut im m igration  in  half by lim iting the total to 152,574
a year. In  1965 Congress abolished the national-origins quota
system .

A recogn ized expert on  Am erican
im m igration , Henry P. Fairchild (1880–1956),
wrote in  1926,
“The typical immigrant  of the present  does
not  really live in America at  all, but , from the
point  of view of nat ionality, in Italy, Poland,
Czecho-Slovakia, or some other foreign
count ry.”



patchwork of ethn ic com m unities separated from
each other and from  the larger society by language,
religion , and custom s. Many of the m ost recen t
arrivals, including the Italians, Jews, and Poles, lived
in  isolated enclaves with  their own  houses of wor-
ship, newspapers, and theaters (see Makers of
Am erica: The Poles, pp. 734–735). Efforts to organ ize
labor un ions repeatedly foundered on  the rocks of
ethn ic differences. Im m igran t workers on  the sam e
shop floor m ight share a com m on in terest in  wages
and working conditions, but they often  had no 
com m on language with  which  to forge com m on
cause; indeed cyn ical em ployers often  p layed upon
ethn ic rivalries to keep  their workers divided and
powerless. Ethn ic variety thus underm ined class
and political solidarity. It was an  old Am erican  story,
but one that som e reform ers hoped would not go on
forever.

The Prohibition “Experiment”

One of the last peculiar spasm s of the progressive
reform  m ovem ent was prohibition , loudly sup-
ported by crusading churches and by m any wom en .
The arid new order was authorized in  1919 by the
Eighteen th  Am endm ent (see the Appendix), as im -
plem en ted by the Volstead Act passed by Congress
later that year. Together these laws m ade the world
“safe for hypocrisy.”

The legal abolition  of alcohol was especially
popular in  the South  and West. Southern  whites
were eager to keep  stim ulan ts out of the hands of
blacks, lest they burst out of “their p lace.” In  the
West prohibition  represen ted an  attack on  all the
vices associated with  the ubiquitous western
saloon : public drunkenness, prostitu tion , corrup-
tion , and crim e. But despite the overwhelm ing rati-
fication  of the “dry” am endm ent, strong opposition
persisted in  the larger eastern  cities. For m any “wet”
foreign-born  people, Old World styles of sociability
were built around drinking in  beer gardens and cor-

732 CHAPTER 32 Am erican  Life in  the“Roaring Twen ties”, 1919–1929

Average annual inflow, 
1907–1914

Quotas under Act of 1921

Quotas under Act of 1924

Quotas under National-
Origins Provision of 1929

Quotas under McCarran-
Walter Act of 1952

Immigrants from Northern and 
Western Europe
Immigrants from other countries, 
principally Southern and Eastern Europe

                176,983
                                                                         685,531

                  198,082
              158,367

             140,999
21,847

            132,323
20,251

           125,165
 29,492

Annual Immigrat ion and the Quota Laws The national-origins quota system was abolished 
in 1965. Legislation in that year capped the level of immigration at 170,000 per year but made
exceptions for children, spouses, and parents of persons already arrived. It also restricted
immigration from any single country to 20,000 people per year. The immigration laws 
were again significantly revised in 1986 (see p. 930 and p. 1023).

Autom aker Henry Ford (1863–1947), an
arden t prohibition ist, posted th is notice in
his Detroit factory in  1922:
“From now on it  will cost  a man his job . . . to
have the odor of beer, wine or liquor on his
breath, or to have any of these intoxicants on
his person or in his home. The Eighteenth
Amendment  is a part  of the fundamental
laws of this count ry. It  was meant  to be
enforced. Polit ics has interfered with the
enforcement  of this law, but  so far as our
organizat ion is concerned, it  is going to be
enforced to the let ter.”



ner taverns. Yet m ost Am ericans now assum ed that
prohibition  had com e to stay. Everywhere carousers
indulged in  last wild flings, as the nation  prepared
to en ter upon  a perm anen t “alcoholiday.”

But prohibition ists were naive in  the extrem e.
They overlooked the tenacious Am erican  tradition
of strong drink and of weak con trol by the cen tral
governm ent, especially over private lives. They for-
got that the federal authorities had never satisfacto-
rily en forced a law where the m ajority of the
people—or a strong m inority—were hostile to it.
They ignored the fact that one cannot m ake a crim e
overn ight out of som ething that m illions of people
have never regarded as a crim e. Lawm akers could
not legislate away a th irst.

Peculiar conditions ham pered the en forcem en t
of prohibition . Profound disillusionm ent over the
afterm ath  of the war raised serious questions as to
the wisdom  of further self-den ial. Slaking th irst
becam e a cherished personal liberty, and m any
arden t wets believed that the way to bring about
repeal was to violate the law on  a large enough
scale. Hypocritical, h ip-flasked legislators spoke or
voted dry while privately drinking wet. (“Let us
strike a blow for liberty” was an  iron ic toast.) Frus-
trated soldiers, return ing from  France, com plained
that prohibition  had been  “put over” on  them  while
they were “over there.” Grim y workers bem oaned

the loss of their cheap beer, while poin ting out that
the idle rich  could buy all the illicit alcohol they
wan ted. Flam ing youth  of the jazz age thought it
“sm art” to swill bootleg liquor—“liquid tonsillec-
tom ies.” Millions of older citizens likewise found
forbidden  fru it fascinating, as they engaged in  “bar
hun ts.”

Prohibition  m ight have started off on  a better
foot if there had been  a larger arm y of en forcem en t
officials. But the state and federal agencies were
understaffed, and their snoopers, susceptible to
bribery, were underpaid. The public was increas-
ingly distressed as scores of people, including inno-
cen t bystanders, were killed by quick-triggered dry
agen ts.

Prohibition  sim ply did not prohibit. The old-
tim e “m en  on ly” corner saloons were replaced by
thousands of “speakeasies,” each with  its tiny grilled
window through which  the th irsty spoke softly
before the barred door was opened. Hard liquor,
especially the cocktail, was drunk in  staggering vol-
um e by both  m en  and wom en . Largely because of
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The Poles

The Poles were am ong the largest im m igran t
groups to respond to industrializing Am erica’s

call for badly needed labor after the Civil War.
Between  1870 and World War I, som e 2 m illion  Pol-
ish-speaking peasan ts boarded steam ships bound
for the Un ited States. By the 1920s, when  an tiforeign
feeling led to restrictive legislation  that choked the
im m igran t stream  to a trickle, Polish  im m igran ts
and their Am erican-born  children  began  to develop
new iden tities as Polish-Am ericans.

The first Poles to arrive in  the New World had
landed in  Jam estown  in  1608 and helped to develop
that colony’s tim ber industry. Over the ensuing two
and a half cen turies, scattered religious dissen ters
and revolutionary nationalists also m ade their way
from  Poland to Am erica. During the Revolution
about one hundred Poles, including two officers
recruited by Ben jam in  Franklin , served in  the Con ti-
nen tal Arm y.

But the Polish  hopefuls who poured in to the
United States in  the late n ineteen th  cen tury cam e
prim arily to stave off starvation  and to earn  m oney
to buy land. Known in  their hom eland as za chlebem
(“for bread”) em igran ts, they belonged to the m ass
of cen tral and eastern  European  peasan ts who had
been  forced off their farm s by growing com petition
from  the large-scale, m echan ized agriculture of
western  Europe and the Un ited States. An  excep-
tionally h igh  birthrate am ong the Catholic Poles
com pounded th is econom ic pressure, creating an
arm y of the land-poor and landless, who left their
hom es seasonally or perm anen tly in  search  of work.
In  1891 farm workers and unskilled laborers in  the
United States earned about $1 a day, m ore than
eight tim es as m uch as agricultural workers in  
the Polish  province of Galicia. Such a m agnet was
irresistible.

These Polish-speaking newcom ers em igrated
not from  a un ified nation , but from  a weakened
coun try that had been  partitioned in  the eighteen th
cen tury by three great European  powers: Prussia
(later Germ any), Austria-Hungary, and Russia. The
Prussian  Poles, driven  from  their hom eland in  part
by the an ti-Catholic policies that the Germ an  im pe-
rial governm ent pursued in  the 1870s, arrived in
Am erica first. Fleeing religious persecution  as well
as econom ic turm oil, m any of these early im m i-
gran ts cam e to the Un ited States in tending to stay.
By con trast, m ost of those who cam e later from  Aus-
trian  and Russian  Poland sim ply hoped to earn
enough Am erican  dollars to return  hom e and buy
land.

Som e of the Polish peasan ts learned of Am erica
from  propaganda spread throughout Europe by
agents for U.S. railroad and steam ship lines. But
m any m ore were lured by glowing letters from
friends and relatives already living in  the United
States. The first wave of Polish im m igran ts had
established a thriving network of self-help  and fra-
ternal associations organ ized around Polish Catholic
parishes. Often  Polish-Am erican  en trepreneurs
helped their European  com patriots m ake travel
arrangem ents or find jobs in  the United States. One
of the m ost successful of these, the energetic
Chicago grocer Anton  Scherm ann , is credited with
“bringing over” 100,000 Poles and causing the Windy
City to earn  the n icknam e the “Am erican  Warsaw.”

Most of the Poles arriving in  the Un ited States in
the late n ineteen th  cen tury headed for boom ing
industrial cities such as Buffalo, Pittsburgh, Detroit,
Milwaukee, and Chicago. In  1907 four-fifths of the
m en  toiled as unskilled laborers in  coal m ines,
m eatpacking factories, textile and steel m ills, oil
refineries, and garm en t-m aking shops. Although
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m arried wom en  usually stayed hom e and con-
tributed to the fam ily’s earn ings by taking in  laun-
dry and boarders, ch ildren  and single girls often
joined their fathers and brothers on  the job.

By putting the whole fam ily to work, Am erica’s
Polish  im m igran ts saved tidy sum s. By 1901 about
one-th ird of all Poles in  the Un ited States owned real
estate, and they sen t so m uch m oney to relatives in
Austria and Russia that Am erican  and European
authorities fretted about the consequences: in  1907
a nativist U.S. im m igration  com m ission  groused
that the huge outflow of funds to eastern  Europe
was weaken ing the U.S. econom y.

When  an  independen t Poland was created after
World War I, few Poles chose to return  to their Old
World hom eland. Instead, like other im m igran t
groups in  the 1920s, they redoubled their efforts to
in tegrate in to Am erican  society. Polish  institu tions
like churches and fraternal organ izations, which
had served to perpetuate a distinctive Polish  culture
in  the New World, now facilitated the transform a-
tion  of Poles in to Polish-Am ericans. When  Poland
was absorbed in to the com m unist bloc after World
War II, Polish-Am ericans clung still m ore tightly to
their Am erican  iden tity, pushing for landm arks like
Chicago’s Pulaski Road to m em orialize their culture
in  the New World.
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the difficulties of transporting and concealing bot-
tles, beverages of h igh  alcoholic con ten t were popu-
lar. Foreign  rum runners, often  from  the West Indies,
had their inn ing, and coun tless cases of liquor
leaked down from  Canada. The zeal of Am erican
prohibition  agen ts on  occasion  strained dip lom atic
relations with  Uncle Sam’s northern  neighbor.

“Hom e brew” and “bath tub gin” becam e popu-
lar, as law-evading adults engaged in  “alky cooking”
with  toy stills. The worst of the hom em ade “rotgut”
produced blindness, even  death . The affable boot-
legger worked in  silen t partnership  with  the friendly
undertaker.

Yet the “noble experim en t” was not en tirely a
failure. Bank savings increased, and absen teeism  in
industry decreased, presum ably because of the
newly sober ways of form erly soused barflies. On
the whole, probably less alcohol was consum ed
than  in  the days before prohibition , though strong
drink con tinued to be available. As the legendary
tippler rem arked, prohibition  was “a darn  sight bet-
ter than  no liquor at all.”

The Golden Age 
of Gangsterism

Prohibition  spawned shocking crim es. The lush
profits of illegal alcohol led to bribery of the police,
m any of whom  were induced to see and sm ell no
evil. Violen t wars broke out in  the big cities between
rival gangs—often  rooted in  im m igran t neighbor-
hoods—who sought to corner the rich  m arket in
booze. Rival triggerm en  used their sawed-off shot-
guns and chattering “typewriters” (m achine guns)
to “erase” bootlegging com petitors who were trying
to “m uscle in” on  their “racket.” In  the gang wars of
the 1920s in  Chicago, about five hundred m obsters
were m urdered. Arrests were few and convictions
were even  fewer, as the button -lipped gangsters
covered for one another with  the underworld’s code
of silence.

Chicago was by far the m ost spectacular exam -
ple of lawlessness. In  1925 “Scarface” Al Capone, a
grasping and m urderous booze distributor, began
six years of gang warfare that netted h im  m illions of
blood-spattered dollars. He zoom ed through the
streets in  an  arm or-plated car with  bulletproof win -
dows. A Brooklyn  newspaper quipped,

And the pistols’red glare,
Bom bs bursting in  air
Give proof through the n ight
That Chicago’s still there.

Capone, though branded “Public Enem y Num ber
One,” could not be convicted of the cold-blooded
m assacre, on  St. Valen tine’s Day in  1929, of seven
disarm ed m em bers of a rival gang. But after serving
m ost of an  eleven-year sen tence in  a federal pen i-
ten tiary for incom e-tax evasion , he was released as
a syphilitic wreck.

Gangsters rapidly m oved in to other profitable
and illicit activities: prostitu tion , gam bling, and
narcotics. Honest m erchan ts were forced to pay
“protection  m oney” to the organ ized thugs; other-
wise their windows would be sm ashed, their trucks
overturned, or their em ployees or them selves
beaten  up. Racketeers even  invaded the ranks of
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local labor un ions as organ izers and prom oters.
Organ ized crim e had com e to be one of the nation’s
m ost gigan tic businesses. By 1930 the annual “take”
of the underworld was estim ated to be from  $12 bil-
lion  to $18 billion—several tim es the incom e of the
Washington  governm en t.

Crim inal callousness sank to new depths in
1932 with  the kidnapping for ransom , and even tual
m urder, of the in fan t son  of aviator-hero Charles A.
Lindbergh. The en tire nation  was inexpressibly
shocked and saddened, causing Congress in  1932 to
pass the so-called Lindbergh Law, m aking in terstate
abduction  in  certain  circum stances a death-penalty
offense.

Monkey Business in Tennessee

Education  in  the 1920s con tinued to m ake gian t
bootstrides. More and m ore states were requiring
young people to rem ain  in  school un til age sixteen
or eighteen , or un til graduation  from  high school.
The proportion  of seven teen-year-olds who fin -
ished h igh school alm ost doubled in  the 1920s, to
m ore than  one in  four.

The m ost revolu tionary con tribu tion  to educa-
tional theory during these yeasty years was m ade
by m ild-m annered Professor John  Dewey, who
served on  the facu lty of Colum bia Un iversity from
1904 to 1930. By com m on  consen t one of Am erica’s
few fron t-rank ph ilosophers, he set forth  the p rinci-
p les of “learn ing by doing” that form ed the founda-
tion  of so-called progressive education , with  its
greater “perm issiveness.” He believed that the
workbench  was as essen tial as the blackboard, and
that “education  for life” should be a p rim ary goal of
the teacher.

Science also scored wondrous advances in
these years. A m assive public-health  program ,
launched by the Rockefeller Foundation  in  the
South  in  1909, had virtually wiped out the ancien t
affliction  of hookworm  by the 1920s. Better nutri-
tion  and health  care helped to increase the life
expectancy of a newborn  in fan t from  fifty years in
1901 to fifty-n ine years in  1929.

Yet both  science and progressive education  in
the 1920s were subjected to un friendly fire from  
the Fundam entalists. These old-tim e religion ists
charged that the teaching of Darwin ian  evolution

was destroying faith  in  God and the Bible, while
con tributing to the m oral breakdown of youth  in  the
jazz age. Num erous attem pts were m ade to secure
laws prohibiting the teaching of evolution , “the bes-
tial hypothesis,” in  the public schools, and three
southern  states adopted such shackling m easures.
The trio of states included Tennessee, in  the heart of
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Hiram  Wesley Evans (1881–1966), im perial
wizard of the Ku  Klux Klan , in  1926
poignan tly described the cu ltural grievances
that fueled the Klan  and lay behind m uch 
of the Fundam entalist revolt against
“Modern ism”:
“Nordic Americans for the last  generat ion
have found themselves increasingly 
uncomfortable and finally deeply dist ressed. 
. . . One by one all our t radit ional moral
standards went  by the boards, or were so
disregarded that  they ceased to be binding.
The sacredness of our Sabbath, of our
homes, of chast ity, and finally even of our
right  to teach our own children in our own
schools fundamental fact s and t ruths were
torn away from us. Those who maintained
the old standards did so only in the face of
constant  ridicule. . . . We found our great
cit ies and the cont rol of much of our indust ry
and commerce taken over by st rangers. . . .
We are a movement  of the plain people, very
weak in the mat ter of culture, intellectual
support , and t rained leadership. . . . This is
undoubtedly a weakness. It  lays us open to
the charge of being ‘hicks’ and ‘rubes’ and
‘drivers of second-hand Fords.’”

The bom bastic Fundam entalist evangelist 
W. A. (Billy) Sunday (1862–1935) declared 
in  1925,
“If a minister believes and teaches evolut ion,
he is a st inking skunk, a hypocrite, and a liar.”



the so-called Bible Belt South , where the sp irit of
evangelical religion  was still robust.

The stage was set for the m em orable “Monkey
Trial” at the ham let of Dayton , eastern  Tennessee, in
1925. A likable h igh-school biology teacher, John  T.
Scopes, was indicted for teaching evolution . Batter-
ies of newspaper reporters, arm ed with  notebooks
and cam eras, descended upon  the quiet town  to
witness the spectacle. Scopes was defended by
nationally known attorneys, while form er presiden-
tial candidate William  Jenn ings Bryan , an  arden t
Presbyterian  Fundam entalist, joined the prosecu-
tion . Taking the stand as an  expert on  the Bible,
Bryan  was m ade to appear foolish  by the fam ed
crim inal lawyer Clarence Darrow. Five days after the
trial was over, Bryan  died of a stroke, no doubt
brought on  by the wilting heat and witness-stand
strain .

This h istoric clash  between  theology and biol-
ogy proved inconclusive. Scopes, the forgotten  m an
of the dram a, was found guilty and fined $100. But
the suprem e court of Tennessee, while upholding

the law, set aside the fine on  a techn icality.* The
Fundam entalists at best won  on ly a hollow victory,
for the absurdities of the trial cast ridicule on  their
cause. Yet even  though increasing num bers of
Christians were com ing to reconcile the revelations
of religion  with  the findings of m odern  science,
Fundam entalism , with  its em phasis on  literal read-
ing of the Bible, rem ained a vibran t force in  Am eri-
can  sp iritual life. It was especially strong in  the
Baptist Church and in  the rapidly growing Churches
of Christ, organ ized in  1906.

The Mass-Consumption Economy

Prosperity—real, sustained, and widely shared—put
m uch of the “roar” in to the twen ties. The econom y
kicked off its war harness in  1919, faltered a few
steps in  the recession  of 1920–1921, and then
sprin ted forward for nearly seven  years. Both  the
recen t war and Treasury Secretary Andrew Mellon’s
tax policies favored the rapid expansion  of capital
investm en t. Ingen ious m achines, powered by rela-
tively cheap energy from  newly tapped oil fields,
dram atically increased the productivity of the
laborer. Assem bly-line production  reached such
perfection  in  Henry Ford’s fam ed Rouge River p lan t
near Detroit that a fin ished autom obile em erged
every ten  seconds.

Great new industries sudden ly sprouted forth .
Supplying electrical power for the hum m ing new
m achines becam e a gian t business in  the 1920s.
Above all, the autom obile, once the horseless char-
iot of the rich , now becam e the carriage of the com -
m on  citizen . By 1930 Am ericans owned alm ost 30
m illion  cars.

The nation’s deepen ing “love affair” with  the
autom obile headlined a m om entous sh ift in  the
character of the econom y. Am erican  m anufacturers
seem ed to have m astered the problem s of produc-
tion ; their worries now focused on  consum ption .
Could they find the m ass m arkets for the goods they
had con trived to spew forth  in  such profusion?

Responding to th is need, a new arm  of Am eri-
can  com m erce cam e in to being: advertising. By per-
suasion  and p loy, seduction  and sexual suggestion ,
advertisers sought to m ake Am ericans chron ically
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discon ten ted with  their paltry possessions and wan t
m ore, m ore, m ore. A founder of th is new “profes-
sion” was Bruce Barton , prom inen t New York part-
ner in  a Madison  Avenue firm . In  1925 Barton
published a best-seller, The Man  Nobody Knows,
setting forth  the provocative thesis that Jesus Christ
was the greatest adm an  of all tim e. “Every advertis-
ing m an  ought to study the parables of Jesus,” Bar-
ton  preached. “They are m arvelously condensed, as
all good advertising should be.” Barton  even  had a
good word to say for Christ’s executive ability: “He
picked up  twelve m en  from  the bottom  ranks of
business and forged them  in to an  organ ization  that
conquered the world.”

Sports becam e big business in  the consum er
econom y of the 1920s. Ballyhooed by the “im age
m akers,” hom e-run  heroes like George H. (“Babe”)
Ruth  were far better known than  m ost statesm en .
The fans bought tickets in  such num bers that Babe’s
hom etown park, Yankee Stadium , becam e known as

“the house that Ruth  built.” In  1921 the slugging
heavyweight cham pion , Jack Dem psey, knocked out
the dapper French light heavyweight, Georges Car-
pen tier. The Jersey City crowd in  attendance had
paid m ore than  a m illion  dollars—the first in  a
series of m illion -dollar “gates” in  the golden  1920s.

Buying on  credit was another innovative feature
of the postwar econom y. “Possess today and pay
tom orrow” was the m essage directed at buyers.
Once-frugal descendan ts of Puritans wen t ever
deeper in to debt to own  all kinds of newfangled
m arvels—refrigerators, vacuum  cleaners, and espe-
cially cars and radios—now. Prosperity thus accu-
m ulated an  overhanging cloud of debt, and the
econom y becam e increasingly vulnerable to disrup-
tions of the credit structure.

Putting America on Rubber Tires

A new industrial revolution  slipped in to h igh gear in
Am erica in  the 1920s. Thrusting out steel ten tacles,
it changed the daily life of the people in  unprece-
den ted ways. Machinery was the new m essiah—and
the autom obile was its principal prophet.

Of all the inven tions of the era, the autom obile
cut the deepest m ark. It heralded an  am azing new
industrial system  based on  assem bly-line m ethods
and m ass-production  techn iques.

Am ericans adapted rather than  inven ted the
gasoline engine; Europeans can  claim  the original
honor. By the 1890s a few daring Am erican  inven-
tors and prom oters, including Henry Ford and Ran-
som  E. Olds (Oldsm obile), were developing the
in fan t autom otive industry. By 1910 sixty-n ine car
com pan ies rolled out a total annual production  of
181,000 un its. The early con traptions were neither
speedy nor reliable. Many a stalled m otorist, p ro-
fanely cranking a balky autom obile, had to endure
the jeer “Get a horse” from  the occupan ts of a pass-
ing dobbin -drawn  carriage.

An  enorm ous industry sprang in to being, as
Detroit becam e the m otorcar capital of Am erica.
The m echan ized colossus owed m uch to the stop-
watch  efficiency techn iques of Frederick W. Taylor, a
prom inen t inven tor, engineer, and tenn is p layer,
who sought to elim inate wasted m otion . His ep i-
taph reads “Father of Scien tific Managem ent.”

Best known of the new crop of industrial wizards
was Henry Ford, who m ore than  any other individual
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put Am erica on  rubber tires. His high and hideous
Model T (“Tin  Lizzie”) was cheap, rugged, and rea-
sonably reliable, though rough and clattering. The
parts of Ford’s “flivver” were highly standardized, but
the behavior of th is rattling good car was so eccen-
tric that it becam e the butt of num berless jokes.

Lean  and silen t Henry Ford, who was said to
have wheels in  his head, erected an  im m ense per-
sonal em pire on  the cornerstone of his m echanical
gen ius, though his associates provided m uch of the
organ izational talen t. Ill educated, th is m ultim illion-
aire m echanic was socially and culturally narrow;
“History is bunk,” he once testified. But he dedicated
him self with  one-track devotion  to the gospel of
standardization . After two early failures, he grasped
and applied fully the techn iques of assem bly-line
production—“Fordism .” He is supposed to have
rem arked that the purchaser could have his autom o-

bile any color he desired—just as long as it was
black. So econom ical were his m ethods that in  the
m id-1920s he was selling the Ford roadster for
$260—well within  the purse of a thrifty worker.

The flood of Fords was phenom enal. In  1914 the
“Autom obile Wizard” turned out h is 500,000th
Model T. By 1930 h is total had risen  to 20 m illion , or,
on  a bum per-to-bum per basis, m ore than  enough
to encircle the globe. A national newspaper and
m agazine poll conducted in  1923 revealed Ford to
be the people’s choice for the presiden tial nom ina-
tion  in  1924. 

By 1929, when  the great bull m arket collapsed,
26 m illion  m otor vehicles were registered in  the
United States. This figure, averaging 1 for every 4.9
Am ericans, represen ted far m ore autom obiles than
existed in  all the rest of the world.

The Advent of the Gasoline Age

The im pact of the self-propelled carriage on  various
aspects of Am erican  life was trem endous. A gigan tic
new industry em erged, dependen t on  steel but dis-
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Henry Ford’s mass-production techniques cut the costs of
production dramatically and put the automobile within reach of
the workingperson’s purse. (Cost is shown in months of labor
for an employee at the average national wage.)



placing steel from  its kingpin  role. Em ploying
directly or indirectly about 6 m illion  people by 1930,
it was a m ajor wellspring of the nation’s prosperity.
Thousands of new jobs, m oreover, were created by
supporting industries. The lengthen ing list would
include rubber, glass, and fabrics, to say nothing of
highway construction  and thousands of service sta-
tions and garages. Am erica’s standard of living,
responding to th is in fectious vitality, rose to an
enviable level.

New industries boom ed lustily; older ones grew
sickly. The petroleum  business experienced an

explosive developm ent. Hundreds of oil derricks
shot up  in  Californ ia, Texas, and Oklahom a, as these
states expanded wondrously and the wilderness
fron tier becam e an  industrial fron tier. The once-
feared railroad octopus, on  the other hand, was
hard h it by the com petition  of passenger cars,
buses, and trucks. An  age-old story was repeated:
one industry’s gains were another industry’s pains.

Other effects were widely felt. Speedy m arketing
of perishable foodstuffs, such as fresh  fru its, was
accelerated. A new prosperity en riched outlying
farm s, as city dwellers were provided with  produce
at attractive prices. Coun tless new roads ribboned
out to m eet the dem and of the Am erican  m otorist
for sm oother and faster h ighways, often  paid for by
taxes on  gasoline. The era of m ud ended as the
nation  m ade haste to construct the finest network
of hard-surfaced roadways in  the world. Lured by
sophisicated advertising, and encouraged by tem pt-
ing installm en t-p lan  buying, coun tless Am ericans
with  shallow purses acquired the habit of riding as
they paid.

Zoom ing m otorcars were agen ts of social
change. At first a luxury, they rapidly becam e a
necessity. Essen tially devices for needed transporta-
tion , they soon  developed in to a badge of freedom
and equality—a necessary prop for self-respect. To
som e, osten tation  seem ed m ore im portan t than
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A lifelong residen t of Muncie, Indiana,
disgu ised as “Middletown”in  Robert and
Helen  Lynd’s exhaustive investigation  of
Am erican  life in  a typical m edium -size
com m unity during the 1920s, pooh-poohed
their scien tific sociological m ethods:
“Why on earth do you need to study what ’s
changing this count ry? I can tell you what ’s
happening in just  four let ters: A-U-T-O!”



transportation . Leisure hours could now be spen t
m ore pleasurably, as tens of thousands of cooped-up
souls responded to the call of the open  road on
joyriding vacations. Wom en were further freed from
clinging-vine dependence on  m en . Isolation  am ong
the sections was broken  down, and the less attractive
states lost population  at an  alarm ing rate. By the late
1920s, Am ericans owned m ore autom obiles than
bathtubs. “I can’t go to town in  a bathtub,” one
hom em aker explained.

Other social by-products of the autom obile
were visible. Autobuses m ade possible the consoli-
dation  of schools and to som e exten t of churches.
The sprawling suburbs spread out still farther 
from  the urban  core, as Am erica becam e a nation  of
com m uters.

The dem on  m achine, on  the other hand,
exacted a terrible toll by catering to the Am erican
m ania for speed. Citizens were becom ing statistics.
Not coun ting the hundreds of thousands of in jured
and crippled, the one m illion th  Am erican  had died
in  a m otor vehicle acciden t by 1951—m ore than  all
those killed on  all the battlefields of all the nation’s
wars to that date. “The public be ram m ed” seem ed
to be the m otto of the new age.

Virtuous hom e life partially broke down as
joyriders of all ages forsook the parlor for the high-
way. The m orals of flam ing youth sagged correspond-
ingly—at least in  the judgm ent of their elders. What
m ight young people get up to in  the privacy of a
closed-top Model T? An Indiana juvenile court judge

voiced parents’ worst fears when he condem ned the
autom obile as “a house of prostitution  on  wheels.”
Even the celebrated crim e waves of the 1920s and
1930s were aided and abetted by the m otorcar, for
gangsters could now m ake quick getaways.

Yet no sane Am erican  would p lead for a return
of the old horse and buggy, com plete with  fly-
breeding m anure. The autom obile con tributed
notably to im proved air and environm ental quality,
despite its later notoriety as a pollu ter. Life m ight be
cut short on  the h ighways, and sm og m ight poison
the air, but the autom obile brought m ore conven-
ience, p leasure, and excitem en t in to m ore people’s
lives than  alm ost any other single inven tion .

Humans Develop Wings

Gasoline engines also provided the power that
enabled hum ans to fu lfill the age-old dream  of
sprouting wings. After near-successful experim en ts
by others with  heavier-than-air craft, the Wright
brothers, Orville and Wilbur, perform ed “the m ira-
cle at Kitty Hawk,” North  Carolina. On  a h istoric
day—Decem ber 17, 1903—Orville Wright took aloft
a feebly engined p lane that stayed airborne for 12
seconds and 120 feet. Thus the air age was launched
by two obscure bicycle repairm en .

As aviation  gradually got off the ground, the
world slowly shrank. The public was m ade increas-
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ingly air-m inded by unsung heroes—often  m ar-
tyrs—who appeared as stun t fliers at fairs and other
public gatherings. Airp lanes—“flying coffins”—were
used with  m arked success for various purposes dur-
ing the Great War of 1914–1918. Shortly thereafter
private com pan ies began  to operate passenger lines
with  airm ail con tracts, which  were in  effect a sub-
sidy from  Washington . The first transcon tinen tal
airm ail route was established from  New York to San
Francisco in  1920.

In  1927 m odest and skillfu l Charles A. Lind-
bergh, the so-called Flyin’ Fool, electrified the world
by the first solo west-to-east conquest of the
Atlan tic. Seeking a prize of $25,000, the lanky stun t
flier courageously p iloted h is single-engine p lane,
the Spirit of St. Lou is, from  New York to Paris in  a
grueling th irty-three hours and th irty-n ine m inutes.

Lindbergh’s exploit swept Am ericans off their
feet. Fed up  with  the cyn icism  and debunking of the
jazz age, they found in  th is wholesom e and hand-
som e youth  a genuine hero. They clasped the soar-
ing “Lone Eagle” to their hearts m uch m ore warm ly
than  the bashful young m an  desired. “Lucky Lindy”
received an  uproarious welcom e in  the “hero
canyon” of lower Broadway, as eighteen  hundred
tons of ticker tape and other im provised confetti
showered upon  him . Lindbergh’s achievem ent—it
was m ore than  a “stun t”—did m uch to dram atize
and popularize flying, while giving a strong boost to
the in fan t aviation  industry.

The im pact of the airsh ip  was trem endous. It
provided the restless Am erican  sp irit with  yet
another dim ension . At the sam e tim e, it gave birth
to a gian t new industry. Unfortunately, the acciden t
rate in  the p ioneer stages of aviation  was h igh ,
though hardly m ore so than  on  the early railroads.
But by the 1930s and 1940s, travel by air on  regularly
scheduled airlines was sign ifican tly safer than  on
m any overcrowded highways.

Hum anity’s new wings also increased the tem po
of an  already breath less civilization . The flounder-
ing railroad received another setback through the
loss of passengers and m ail. A lethal new weapon
was given  to the gods of war, and with  the com ing of
city-busting aerial bom bs, people could well debate
whether the conquest of the air was a blessing or a
curse. The Atlan tic Ocean  was shriveling to about
the size of the Aegean  Sea in  the days of Socrates,
while isolation  behind ocean  m oats was becom ing a
bygone dream .

The Radio Revolution

The speed of the airp lane was far eclipsed by the
speed of radio waves. Guglielm o Marcon i, an  Ital-
ian , inven ted wireless telegraphy in  the 1890s, and
his brainchild was used for long-range com m unica-
tion  during World War I.

Airplanes and Radio 743



Next cam e the voice-carrying radio, a trium ph
of m any m inds. A red-letter day was posted in
Novem ber 1920, when  the Pittsburgh radio station
KDKA broadcast the news of the Harding landslide.
Later m iracles were achieved in  transatlan tic wire-
less phonographs, radiotelephones, and television .
The earliest radio program s reached on ly local audi-
ences. But by the late 1920s, technological im prove-
m en ts m ade long-distance broadcasting possible,
and national com m ercial networks drowned out
m uch local program m ing. Meanwhile, advertising
“com m ercials” m ade radio another vehicle for
Am erican  free en terprise, as con trasted with  the
governm ent-owned system s of Europe.

While other m arvels of the era—like the auto-
m obile—were luring Am ericans away from  hom e,
the radio was drawing them  back. For m uch of the
decade, fam ily and neighbors gathered around a
household’s sole radio as they once had around the
toasty hearth . Radio kn itted the nation  together.
Various regions heard voices with  standardized
accen ts, and coun tless m illions “tuned in” to peren -
n ial com edy favorites like “Am os ’n’ Andy.” Pro-
gram s sponsored by m anufacturers and distributors
of brand-nam e products, like the “A&P Gypsies” and
the “Eveready Hour,” helped to m ake radio-touted
labels household words and purchases.

Educationally and culturally, the radio m ade a
sign ifican t con tribution . Sports were further stim u-
lated. Politicians had to adjust their speaking tech-
n iques to the new m edium , and m illions rather than
thousands of voters heard their prom ises and p leas.
A host of listeners swallowed the gospel of their
favorite newscaster or were even  ringside partici-
pan ts in  world-shaking even ts. Finally, the m usic of
fam ous artists and sym phony orchestras was
beam ed in to coun tless hom es.

Hollywood’s Filmland Fantasies

The flickering m ovie was the fru it of num erous
gen iuses, including Thom as A. Edison . As early as
the 1890s, th is novel con traption , though still in
crude form , had attained som e popularity in  the
naughty peep-show penny arcades. The real birth  of
the m ovie cam e in  1903, when  the first story
sequence reached the screen . This breath less m elo-
dram a, The Great Train  Robbery, was featured in  the
five-cen t theaters, popularly called “n ickelodeons.”
Spectacular am ong the first fu ll-length  classics was
D. W. Griffith’s The Birth  of a Nation (1915), which
glorified the Ku Klux Klan  of Reconstruction  days
and defam ed both  blacks and Northern  carpetbag-
gers. White southerners would fire guns at the
screen  during the attem pted “rape” scene.

A fascinating industry was thus launched. Hol-
lywood, in  southern  Californ ia, quickly becam e the
m ovie capital of the world, for it en joyed a m axi-
m um  of sunshine and other advan tages. Early pro-
ducers featured nudity and heavy-lidded fem ale
vam pires (“vam ps”), and an  outraged public forced
the screen  m agnates to set up  their own  rigorous
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Radio cam e in  w ith  a bang in  the w in ter of
1921–1922. A San  Francisco newspaper
reported a discovery that coun tless citizens
were m aking:
“There is radio music in the air, every night ,
everywhere. Anybody can hear it  at  home on
a receiving set , which any boy can put  up in
an hour.”



code of censorship. The m otion  p icture really
arrived during the World War of 1914–1918, when  it
was used as an  engine of an ti-Germ an  propaganda.
Specially prepared “hang the kaiser” film s aided
powerfully in  selling war bonds and in  boosting
m orale.

A new era began  in  1927 with  the success of the
first “talkie”—The Jazz Singer, starring the white per-
form er Al Jolson  in  blackface. The age of the
“silen ts” was ushered out as theaters everywhere
were “wired for sound.” At about the sam e tim e, 
reasonably satisfactory color film s were being 
produced.

Movies eclipsed all other new form s of am use-
m en t in  the phenom enal growth of their popularity.
Movie “stars” of the first pulchritude com m anded
m uch larger salaries than  the presiden t of the
United States, in  som e cases as m uch as $100,000
for a single p icture. Many actors and actresses were
far m ore widely known than  the nation’s political
leaders.

Critics bem oaned the vulgarization  of popular
tastes wrought by the new technologies of radio and
m otion  p ictures. But the effects of the new m ass
m edia were not all negative. The parochialism  of
insular ethn ic com m unities eroded as the im m i-
gran ts’ children , especially, forsook the neighbor-
hood vaudeville theater for the downtown m ovie
palace or turned away from  Grandm a’s Yiddish  
storytelling to tune in  “Am os ’n’ Andy.” Much of the
rich  diversity of the im m igran ts’ Old Coun try cul-

tures was lost, but the standardization  of tastes and
of language hastened en try in to the Am erican  m ain -
stream —and set the stage for the em ergence of a
working-class political coalition  that, for a tim e,
would overcom e the divisive ethn ic differences of
the past.

The Dynamic Decade

Far-reaching changes in  lifestyles and values paral-
leled the dram atic upsurge of the econom y. The
census of 1920 revealed that for the first tim e m ost
Am ericans no longer lived in  the coun tryside but in
urban  areas. Wom en  con tinued to find opportun i-
ties for em ploym ent in  the cities, though they
tended to cluster in  a few low-paying jobs (such as
retail clerking and office typing) that becam e classi-
fied as “wom en’s work.” An  organ ized birth-con trol
m ovem ent, led by fiery fem in ist Margaret Sanger,
open ly cham pioned the use of con traceptives. Alice
Paul’s National Wom an’s party began  in  1923 to
cam paign  for an  Equal Rights Am endm ent to the
Constitu tion . (The cam paign  was still stalled short
of success seven  decades later.) To som e defenders
of traditional ways, it seem ed that the world had
sudden ly gone m ad.

Even  the churches were affected. The Funda-
m en talist cham pions of the old-tim e religion  lost
ground to the Modern ists, who liked to th ink that
God was a “good guy” and the un iverse a pretty
chum m y place.

Som e churches tried to fight the Devil with
worldly weapons. Com peting with  joyriding auto-
m obiles and golf links, they turned to quality en ter-
tainm en t of their own , including wholesom e
m oving p ictures for young people. One uptown
house of the Lord in  New York advertised on  a bill-
board, “Com e to Church: Christian  Worship
Increases Your Efficiency.”

Even  before the war, one observer thought the
chim es had “struck sex o’clock in  Am erica,” and the
1920s witnessed what m any old-tim ers regarded as
a veritable erotic eruption . Advertisers exploited
sexual allure to sell everyth ing from  soap to car tires.
Once-m odest m aidens now proclaim ed their new
freedom  as “flappers” in  bobbed tresses and dresses.
Young wom en  appeared with  hem lines elevated,
stockings rolled, breasts taped flat, cheeks rouged,
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In  the face of protests against sex in  the
m ovies, the industry appoin ted a “m ovie
czar,”Will H. Hays (1879–1954), who issued
the fam ous “Hays Code”in  1934. As he stated
in  a speech,
“This indust ry must  have toward that  sacred
thing, the mind of a child, toward that  clean
virgin thing, that  unmarked slate, the same
responsibility, the same care about  the
impressions made upon it , that  the best
clergyman or the most  inspired teacher of
youth would have.”



and lips a “crim son  gash” that held a dangling ciga-
rette. Thus did the “flapper” sym bolize a yearned-
for and devil-m ay-care independence (som e said
wild abandon) in  som e Am erican  wom en . Still m ore

adven turesom e fem ales shocked their elders when
they sported the new one-piece bath ing suits.

Justification  for th is new sexual frankness could
be found in  the recen tly translated writings of Dr.
Sigm und Freud. This Viennese physician  appeared
to argue that sexual repression  was responsible for a
variety of nervous and em otional ills. Thus not p lea-
sure alone, but health , dem anded sexual gratifica-
tion  and liberation .

Many taboos flew out the window as sex-
conscious Am ericans let them selves go. As unknow-
ing Freudians, teenagers p ioneered the sexual fron -
tiers. Glued together in  rhythm ic em brace, they
danced to jazz m usic squeaking from  phonographs.
In  an  earlier day a kiss had been  the equivalen t of 
a proposal of m arriage. But in  the new era,
exploratory young folk sat in  darkened m ovie
houses or took to the h ighways and byways in  auto-
m obiles. There the youthful “neckers” and “petters”
poached upon  the forbidden  territory of each
other’s bodies.

If the flapper was the goddess of the “era of
wonderful nonsense,” jazz was its sacred m usic.
With  its virtuoso wanderings and tricky syncopa-
tion , jazz m oved up  from  New Orleans along with
the m igrating blacks during World War I. Tunes like
W. C. Handy’s “St. Louis Blues” becam e instan t 
classics, as the wailing saxophone becam e the
trum pet of the new era. Blacks such as Handy, “Jelly
Roll” Morton , and Joseph (“Joe”) King Oliver gave
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The Jazz Singer, 1927 The Jazz Singer was the first
feature-length “talkie,” a m otion  picture in  which
the characters actually speak, and its arrival spelled
the end for “silen t” film s, where the audience read
subtitles with live or recorded m usic as background.
Although m oviegoers flocked to The Jazz Singer to
hear recorded sound, when they got there they
found a m ovie concerned with them es of great
in terest to the urban , first- or second-generation
im m igrant audiences who were Hollywood’s m ajor
patrons. The Jazz Singer told the story of a poor,
assim ilating Jewish im m igrant torn  between follow-
ing his father’s wish that he train  as an  Orthodox
cantor and his own am bition  to m ake a success for
him self as a jazz singer, perform ing in  the popular
blackface style. The m ovie’s star, Al Jolson , was him -
self an  im m igrant Jew who had m ade his nam e as a

blackface perform er. White actors had gradually
taken over the southern  black m instrel show during
the n ineteenth century. By the early twentieth cen-
tury, Jewish entertainers had entirely m onopolized
these roles. Jolson , like other Jewish blackface per-
form ers, used his ability to im personate a black per-
son  to force his acceptance in to m ainstream  white
Am erican  society. This use of blackface seem s ironic
since black Am ericans in  the 1920s were struggling
with their own real-life battles against Jim  Crow–era
segregation , a blatant form  of exclusion  from  Am er-
ican  society. Besides the novelty of being a “talkie,”
what m ay have m ade The Jazz Singer a box office hit
in  1927? How m ight different types of viewers in  the
audience have responded to the story? What does
the popularity of blackface reveal about racial atti-
tudes at the tim e?



birth  to jazz, but the en tertainm en t industry soon
spawned all-white bands—notably Paul White-
m an’s. Caucasian  im presarios cornered the profits,
though not the creative soul, of Am erica’s m ost
native m usic.

A new racial pride also blossom ed in  the north-
ern  black com m unities that burgeoned during and
after the war. Harlem  in  New York City, coun ting
som e 100,000 African -Am erican  residen ts in  the
1920s, was one of the largest black com m unities in
the world. Harlem  sustained a vibran t, creative cul-
ture that nourished poets like Langston  Hughes,
whose first volum e of verses, The Weary Blues,
appeared in  1926. Harlem  in  the 1920s also spawned
a charism atic political leader, Marcus Garvey. The
Jam aican-born  Garvey founded the Un ited Negro
Im provem ent Association  (UNIA) to prom ote the
resettlem en t of Am erican  blacks in  their own
“African  hom eland.” With in  the United States, the
UNIA sponsored stores and other businesses, like
the Black Star Line Steam ship  Com pany, to keep
blacks’ dollars in  black pockets. Most of Garvey’s
en terprises failed financially, and Garvey h im self
was convicted in  1927 for alleged m ail fraud and
deported by a nervous U.S. governm ent. But the
race pride that Garvey inspired am ong the 4 m illion
blacks who coun ted them selves UNIA followers at
the m ovem ent’s height helped these newcom ers 
to northern  cities gain  self-confidence and self-
reliance. And his exam ple proved im portan t to the
later founding of the Nation  of Islam  (Black Muslim )
m ovem ent.
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Cultural Liberation

Likewise in  literature, an  older era seem ed to have
ground to a halt with  the recen t war. By the dawn  of
the 1920s, m ost of the custodians of an  aging gen-
teel culture had died—Henry Jam es in  1916, Henry
Adam s in  1918, and William  Dean  Howells (the
“Dean  of Am erican  literature”) in  1920. A few novel-
ists who had been  popular in  the previous decades
con tinued to thrive, notably the well-to-do, cos-
m opolitan  New Yorker Edith  Wharton  and the 
Virgin ia-born  Willa Cather, esteem ed for her stark
but sym pathetic portrayals of p ioneering on  the
prairies.

But in  the decade after the war, a new genera-
tion  of writers burst upon  the scene. Many of them
hailed from  ethn ic and regional backgrounds differ-
en t from  that of the Protestan t New Englanders who
traditionally had dom inated Am erican  cultural life.

The newcom ers exhibited the energy of youth , the
am bition  of excluded outsiders, and in  m any cases
the sm oldering resen tm en t of ideals betrayed. They
bestowed on  Am erican  literature a new vitality,
im aginativeness, and artistic quality.

A patron  sain t of m any young authors was H. L.
Mencken , the “Bad Boy of Baltim ore.” Little escaped
his acidic wit. In  the pages of h is green-covered
m onthly Am erican  Mercury, he wielded a slashing
rapier as m uch as a pen . He assailed m arriage, patri-
otism , dem ocracy, prohibition , Rotarians, and the
m iddle-class Am erican  “booboisie.” The South  he
con tem ptuously dism issed as “the Sahara of the
Bozart” (a bastardization  of beaux arts, French 
for the “fine arts”), and he scath ingly attacked do-
gooders as “Puritans.” Puritan ism , he jibed, was “the
haun ting fear that som eone, som ewhere, m ight be
happy.”

The war had jolted m any young writers out of
their com placency about traditional values and lit-
erary standards. With  their pens they probed for
new codes of m orals and understanding, as well as
fresh  form s of expression . F. Scott Fitzgerald, a
handsom e Minnesota-born  Princeton ian  then  on ly
twen ty-four years old, becam e an  overn ight
celebrity when  he published This Side of Paradise in
1920. The book becam e a kind of Bible for the
young. It was eagerly devoured by aspiring flappers
and their arden t wooers, m any of whom  affected an
air of bewildered abandon  toward life. Catching the
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In  A Farewell to Arm s (1929), Ernest
Hem ingway’s (1899–1961) hero, Frederic
Henry, con fesses,
“I was always embarrassed by the words
sacred, glorious, and sacrifice and the ex-
pression in vain. . . . There were many words
that  you could not  stand to hear and finally
only the names of places had dignity. Certain
numbers were the same way and certain
dates and these with the names of the
places were all you could say and have them
mean anything. Abst ract  words such as
glory, honor, courage, or hallow were obscene
beside the concrete names of villages, the
numbers of roads, the names of rivers, the
numbers of regiments, and the dates.” 



spirit of the hour (often  about 4 A.M.), Fitzgerald
found “all gods dead, all wars fought, all faiths in
m an  shaken .” He followed th is m elancholy success
with  The Great Gatsby (1925), a brillian t evocation  
of the glam our and cruelty of an  achievem ent-
orien ted society. Theodore Dreiser’s m asterp iece of
1925 explored m uch the sam e them e: An Am erican
Tragedy dealt with  the m urder of a pregnan t work-
ing girl by her socially am bitious young lover.

Ernest Hem ingway, who had seen  action  on  the
Italian  fron t in  1917, was am ong the writers m ost
affected by the war. He responded to pern icious
propaganda and the overblown  appeal to patriotism
by devising h is own  lean , word-sparing but word-
perfect style. In  The Sun  Also Rises (1926), he told of
disillusioned, sp iritually num b Am erican  expatri-
ates in  Europe. In  A Farewell to Arm s (1929), he
crafted one of the finest novels in  any language
about the war experience. A troubled soul, he finally
blew out h is brains with  a shotgun  blast in  1961.

Other writers turned to a caustic probing of
Am erican  sm all-town  life. Sherwood Anderson  dis-
sected various fictional personalities in  Winesburg,
Ohio (1919), finding them  all in  som e way warped
by their cram ped psychological surroundings. Sin -
clair Lewis, a hotheaded, heavy-drinking journalist
from  Sauk Cen tre, Minnesota, sprang in to prom i-
nence in  1920 with  Main  Street, the story of one
wom an’s unsuccessful war against provincialism . 
In  Babbitt (1922) he affectionately p illoried George
F. Babbitt, a prosperous, vulgar, m iddle-class 
real estate broker who slavishly conform s to the
respectable m aterialism  of h is group. The word Bab-
bittry was quickly coined to describe h is all-too-
fam iliar lifestyle.

William  Faulkner, a dark-eyed, pensive Missis-
sippian , penned a bitter war novel, Soldier’s Pay, in
1926. He then  turned h is atten tion  to a fictional
chron icle of an  im aginary, h istory-rich  Deep South
coun ty. In  powerful books like The Sound and the
Fury (1929) and As I Lay Dying (1930), Faulkner
peeled back layers of tim e and consciousness 
from  the constricted souls of h is ingrown  southern
characters.

Nowhere was innovation  in  the 1920s m ore
obvious than  in  poetry. Ezra Pound, a brillian tly
erratic Idahoan  who deserted Am erica for Europe,
rejected what he called “an  old bitch  civilization ,
gone in  the teeth” and proclaim ed his doctrine:
“Make It New.” Pound strongly in fluenced the Mis-
souri-born  and Harvard-educated T. S. Eliot, who

took up  residence in  England. In  “The Waste Land”
(1922), Eliot produced one of the m ost im penetra-
ble but in fluen tial poem s of the cen tury. Robert
Frost, a San  Francisco–born  poet, wrote haun tingly
about h is adopted New England. The m ost daringly
innovative of all was e.e. cum m ings, who relied on
unorthodox diction  and peculiar typesetting to pro-
duce startling poetical effects.

On  the stage, Eugene O’Neill, a New York
dram atist and Princeton  dropout of globe-trotting
background, laid bare Freudian  notions of sex in
plays like Strange In terlude (1928). A prodigious
playwright, he authored m ore than  a dozen  produc-
tions in  the 1920s and won  the Nobel Prize in  1936.

O’Neill arose from  New York’s Greenwich Vil-
lage, which  before and after the war was a seeth ing
cauldron  of writers, pain ters, m usicians, actors, and
other would-be artists. After the war a black cultural
renaissance also took root uptown  in  Harlem , led 
by such gifted writers as Claude McKay, Langston
Hughes, and Zora Neale Hurston , and by jazz artists
like Louis Arm strong and Eubie Blake. In  an  out-
pouring of creative expression  called the Harlem
Renaissance, they proudly exulted in  their black cul-
ture and argued for a “New Negro” who was a fu ll
citizen  and a social equal to whites.

Architecture also m arried itself to the new
m aterialism  and functionalism . Long-range city
plann ing was being in telligen tly projected, and
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*From  Collected Poem s by Langston  Hughes. Copyright © 1994
by the Estate of Langston  Hughes. Reprin ted by perm ission  of
Alfred A. Knopf, Inc.

Langston  Hughes (1902–1967) celebrated
Harlem’s role in  energizing a generation  of
artists and writers in  h is poem  “Esthete in
Harlem”(1930):
“St range,
That  in this nigger place
I should meet  life face to face;
When, for years, I had been seeking
Life in places gent ler-speaking,
Unt il I came to this vile st reet
And found Life stepping on my feet !”*



architects like Frank Lloyd Wright were advancing
the theory that buildings should grow from  their
sites and not slavishly im itate Greek and Rom an
im portations. The m achine age outdid itself in  New
York City when  it thrust upward the cloud-brushing
Em pire State Building, 102 stories h igh . Dedicated
in  1931, the “Em pty State Building” towered par-
tially vacan t during the depressed 1930s.

Wall Street’s 
Big Bull Market

Signals abounded that the econom ic joyride m ight
end in  a crash; even  in  the best years of the 1920s,
several hundred banks failed annually. This som e-
th ing-for-nothing craze was well illustrated by real
estate speculation , especially the fan tastic Florida
boom  that culm inated in  1925. Num erous under-
water lots were sold to eager purchasers for prepos-
terous sum s. The whole wildcat schem e collapsed
when  the pen insula was devastated by a West Indian
hurricane, which  belied advertisem en ts of a “sooth-
ing tropical wind.”

The stock exchange provided even  greater sen -
sations. Speculation  ran  wild, and an  orgy of boom -
or-bust trading pushed the m arket up  to dizzy
peaks. “Never sell Am erica short” and “Be a bull on
Am erica” were favorite catchwords, as Wall Street
bulls gored one another and fleeced greedy lam bs.
The stock m arket becam e a veritable gam bling den .

As the 1920s lurched forward, everybody seem ed
to be buying stocks “on  m argin”—that is, with a sm all
down paym ent. Barbers, stenographers, and elevator
operators cashed in  on  “hot tips” picked up while on
duty. One valet was reported to have parlayed his
wages in to a quarter of a m illion  dollars. “The cash
register crashed the social register,” as rags-to-riches
Am ericans reveren tly worshiped at the altar of the
ticker-tape m achine. So powerful was the in toxicant
of quick profits that few heeded the voices raised in
certain  quarters to warn  that this kind of tinsel pros-
perity could not last forever.

Little was done by Washington  to curb m oney-
m ad speculators. In  the wartim e days of Wilson , the
national debt had rocketed from  the 1914 figure of
$1,188,235,400 to the 1921 peak of $23,976,250,608.
Conservative princip les of m oney m anagem ent
poin ted to a diversion  of surp lus funds to reduce
th is financial burden .

A businesslike m ove toward econom ic san ity
was m ade in  1921, when  a Republican  Congress cre-
ated the Bureau of the Budget. The bureau’s director
was to assist the presiden t in  preparing careful esti-
m ates of receip ts and expenditures for subm ission
to Congress as the annual budget. This new reform ,
long overdue, was designed in  part to preven t hap-
hazardly extravagan t appropriations.

The burdensom e taxes inherited from  the war
were especially distasteful to Secretary of the Trea-
sury Mellon , as well as to h is fellow m illionaires.
Their theory was that such h igh levies forced the
rich  to invest in  tax-exem pt securities rather than  
in  the factories that provided prosperous payrolls.
The Mellon ites also argued, with  considerable per-
suasiveness, that h igh  taxes not on ly discouraged
business but, in  so doing, also brought a sm aller net
return  to the Treasury than  m oderate taxes.

Seeking to succor the “poor” rich  people, Mel-
lon  helped engineer a series of tax reductions from
1921 to 1926. Congress followed his lead by repeal-
ing the excess-profits tax, abolish ing the gift tax, and
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reducing excise taxes, the surtax, the incom e tax,
and estate taxes. In  1921 a wealthy person  with  an
incom e of $1 m illion  had paid $663,000 in  incom e
taxes; in  1926 the sam e person  paid about $200,000.
Secretary Mellon’s spare-the-rich  policies thus
shifted m uch of the tax burden  from  the wealthy to
the m iddle-incom e groups.

Mellon , lion ized by conservatives as the “great-
est secretary of the Treasury since Ham ilton ,”
rem ains a con troversial figure. True, he reduced the
national debt by $10 billion—from  about $26 billion

to $16 billion . But foes of the em aciated m ultim il-
lionaire charged that he should have bitten  an  even
larger chunk out of the debt, especially while the
coun try was pulsating with  prosperity. He was also
accused of indirectly encouraging the bull m arket. If
he had absorbed m ore of the national incom e in
taxes, there would have been  less m oney left for
frenzied speculation . His refusal to do so typified
the single-m indedly probusiness regim e that dom i-
nated the political scene throughout the postwar
decade.
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Chronology

1903 Wright brothers fly the first airp lane
First story-sequence m otion  p icture

1919 Eighteen th  Am endm ent (prohibition ) ratified
Volstead Act
Seattle general strike
Anderson  publishes Winesburg, Ohio

1919-
1920 “Red scare”

1920 Radio broadcasting begins
Fitzgerald publishes This Side of Paradise
Lewis publishes Main  Street

1921 Sacco-Vanzetti trial
Em ergency Quota Act of 1921
Bureau of the Budget created

1922 Lewis publishes Babbitt
Eliot publishes “The Waste Land”

1923 Equal Rights Am endm ent (ERA) proposed

1924 Im m igration  Act of 1924

1925 Scopes trial
Florida real estate boom
Fitzgerald publishes The Great Gatsby
Dreiser publishes An Am erican  Tragedy

1926 Hughes publishes The Weary Blues
Hem ingway publishes The Sun  Also Rises

1927 Lindbergh flies the Atlan tic solo
First talking m otion  p ictures
Sacco and Vanzetti executed

1929 Faulkner publishes The Sound and the Fury
Hem ingway publishes A Farewell to Arm s

For further reading, see page A22 of the Appendix. For web resources, go to http://college.hmco.com.

Next ChapterPrevious Chapter


