Chapter 24

The 1920s 

In 1920, Americans elected as president, Warren G. Harding, a man who could not have 

been more different from his predecessor Woodrow Wilson. A Republican, Harding presented himself as a common man with common desires. In his 1920 campaign, he called 

for a “return to normalcy.” Although he died in office in 1923, his carefree spirit is thought 

to characterize the 1920s. 

To many Americans, the decade was one of fun rather than reform, of good times rather 

than high ideals. It was, in the words of novelist F. Scott Fitzgerald, the “Jazz Age,” a time 

when the search for personal gratification seemed to replace the quest for public welfare. 

Despite Harding’s call for a return to a familiar past, America seemed to be rushing 

headlong into the future. The word modernbegan appearing everywhere: modern times, 

modern women, modern technology, the modern home, modern marriage. Although the 

word was rarely defined, it connoted certain beliefs: that science was a better guide to life 

than religion; that people should be free to choose their own lifestyles; that sex should be 

a source of pleasure for women as well as men; that women and minorities should be equal 

to white men and enjoy the same rights. 

Many other Americans, however, reaffirmed their belief that God’s word transcended 

science; that people should obey the moral code set forth in the Bible; that women were 

not equal to men; and that blacks, Mexicans, and Eastern European immigrants were inferior to Anglo-Saxon whites. They made their voices heard in a resurgent Ku Klux Klan 

and the fundamentalist movement, and on issues such as evolution and immigration. In 

seeking to restore an older America, some in their ranks were prepared to deny individual 

Americans the liberty to choose their own ways of living and to insist that all people were 

not fundamentally equal. 

Modernists and traditionalists confronted each other in party politics, in legislatures, in 

courtrooms, and in the press. Their battles belie the vision of the 1920s merely as a time 

for the pursuit of leisure. 

Prosperity 

Focus Question 

What were the achievements and limitations of “people’s capitalism” in the 1920s? 

On balance, the First World War had been good for the American economy. American 

industries had emerged intact, even strengthened, from the war. The war needs of the 

Allies had created an insatiable demand for American goods and capital. Manufacturers 

and bankers had exported so many goods and extended so many loans to the Allies that 

by war’s end, the United States was the world’s leading creditor nation. New York City 

challenged London as the hub of world finance. At home, the government had helped large 

corporations and banks to consolidate their power. Corporate America had responded by 

raising productivity and efficiency to new heights through advances in technology and 

management. 

Postwar economic turmoil and depression hampered these advances for a time. From 

1919 to 1921, the country struggled to redirect industry from wartime to civilian production, a process slowed by the government’s hasty withdrawal from its wartime role as economic regulator and stabilizer. Workers went on strike to protest wage reductions or 

increases in the workweek. Farmers were hit by a depression as the overseas demand for 

American foodstuffs fell from its 1918–19 peak. Disgruntled workers and farmers even 

joined forces to form statewide farmer-labor parties, which for a time threatened to disrupt the country’s two-party system in the upper Midwest. In 1924, the two groups 

formed a national Farmer-Labor Party. Robert La Follette, their presidential candidate, 

received an impressive 16 percent of the vote that year, but then the third-party movement 

fell apart. 

Its collapse reflected a rising public awareness of how vigorous and productive the economy had become. Beginning in 1922, the nation embarked on a period of remarkable growth. 

From 1922 to 1929, the gross national product grew at an annual rate of 5.5 percent, rising 

from $149 billion to $227 billion. The unemployment rate never exceeded 5 percent, and 

real wages rose about 15 percent. 

A Consumer Society 

The variety of products being produced matched the rate of economic growth. In the 19th 

century, economic growth had rested primarily on the production of capital goods, such as 

factory machinery and railroad tracks. In the 1920s, however, growth rested more on consumer goods. Some products, such as cars and telephones, had been available since the early 

1900s, but in the 1920s their sales reached new levels. In 1920, just 12 years after Ford 

introduced the Model T, 8 million cars were on the road. By 1929, there were 27 million— 

one for every five Americans. Other consumer goods became available for the first time: 

tractors, washing machines, refrigerators, electric irons, radios, and vacuum cleaners. The 

term “consumer durable”was coined to describe such goods, which, unlike food, clothing, and other perishables, were meant to last. Even perishables took on new allure. Scientists had discovered the importance of vitamins in the diet and began urging Americans 

to consume more fresh fruits and vegetables. The agricultural economy of southern California grew rapidly as urban demand for the region’s fresh fruits and vegetables skyrocketed. Improvements in refrigeration and in packaging, meanwhile, allowed fresh produce 

to travel long distances and extended its shelf life in grocery stores. And more stores were 

being operated by large grocery chains that could afford the latest refrigeration and packaging technology. 

The public responded to these innovations with excitement. American industry had 

made fresh food and stylish clothes available to the masses. Refrigerators, vacuum cleaners, and washing machines would spare women the drudgery of housework. Radios would 

expand the public’s cultural horizons. Cars, asphalt roads, service stations, hot dog stands, 

“tourist cabins” (the forerunners of motels), and traffic lights seemed to herald a wholly 

new automobile civilization. By the middle of the decade, the country possessed a network 

of paved roads. City dwellers now had easy access to rural areas and made a ritual of daylong excursions. Camping trips and long-distance vacations became routine. Farmers and 

their families could now hop into their cars and head for the nearest town with its stores, 

movies, amusement parks, and sporting events. Suburbs proliferated, billed as the perfect 

mix of urban and rural life. Young men and women everywhere discovered that cars were 

a place where they could “make out,” and even make love, without fear of reproach by 

prudish parents or prying neighbors. 

In the 1920s, some Americans also discovered the benefits of owning stocks. The number of stockholders in AT&T, the nation’s largest corporation, rose from 140,000 to 

568,000. U.S. Steel stockholder numbers increased from 96,000 to 146,000. By 1929, as 

many as 7 million Americans owned stock, most of them people of middle-class or upperclass means. This spread of stock ownership reflected the need for working capital among 

the nation’s corporations. Because privately held wealth could not satisfy that need, corporations sought to sell their stocks and bonds to the general public. The New York Stock 

Exchange, first organized in 1792, assisted in processing complicated transactions. 

A People’s Capitalism 

Capitalists boasted that they had created a “people’s capitalism”in which virtually all 

Americans could participate. Now, everyone could own a piece of corporate America. 

Now, everyone could have a share of luxuries and amenities. Poverty, capitalists claimed, 

was banished, and the gap between rich and poor all but closed. If every American could 

own a car and house, buy quality clothes, own stock, take vacations, and go to the movies, 

then economic inequality would cease to matter as a political issue. 

Actually, although wages were rising, millions of Americans still earned too little to partake fully of the marketplace. The percentage of Americans owning stocks remained small. 

Social scientists Robert and Helen Lynd discovered, in their celebrated 1929 study of 

Muncie, Indiana, that working-class families who bought a car often lacked money for 

other goods. One housewife admitted, “We don’t have no fancy clothes when we have the 

car to pay for. . . . The car is the only pleasure we have.” Another declared, “I’ll go without food before I’ll see us give up the car.” Many industrialists resisted pressure to increase 

wages, and workers lacked the organizational strength to force them to pay more. 

One solution came with the introduction of consumer credit. Car dealers, home appliance salesmen, and other merchants began to offer installment plans that enabled consumers to purchase a product by making a down payment and promising to pay the rest 

in installments. By 1930, 15 percent of all purchases—including 60 percent of all cars and 

75 percent of all radios—were made on the installment plan. 

Even so, many poor Americans benefited little from the consumer revolution. Middleclass Americans acquired a disproportionate share of consumer durables. They also could 

afford to purchase far more fresh fruits and vegetables and stocks than most working-class 

Americans. 

The Rise of Advertising and Mass Marketing 

But even middle-class consumers had to be wooed. How could they be persuaded to buy 

another car only a few years after they had bought their first one? General Motors had the 

answer. In 1926, it introduced the concept of the annual model change. GM cars took on 

a different look every year as GM engineers changed headlights and chassis colors, streamlined bodies, and added new features. The strategy worked. GM leaped past Ford and 

became the world’s largest car manufacturer. 

Henry Ford reluctantly introduced his Model A in 1927 to provide customers with a 

colorful alternative to the drab Model T. Having spent his lifetime selling a product 

renowned for its utility and reliability, Ford rejected the idea that sales could be increased 

by appealing to the intangible hopes and fears of consumers. He was wrong. The desire to 

be beautiful, handsome, or sexually attractive; to exercise power and control; to demonstrate competence and success; to escape anonymity, loneliness, and boredom; to experience pleasure—all such desires, once activated, could motivate a consumer to buy a new 

car even when the old one was still serviceable, or to spend money on goods that might 

have once seemed frivolous. 

Arousing such desires required more than bright colors, sleek lines, and attractive packaging. It called for advertising campaigns intended to make a product seem to be the answer 

to the consumer’s desires. To create those campaigns, corporations turned to a new kind of 

company: professional advertising firms. The new advertising entrepreneurs, people such 

as Edward Bernays, Doris Fleischmann, and Bruce Barton, tended to be well-educated, sensitive to public taste, and knowledgeable about human psychology. In their campaigns, 

these advertisers played on the emotions and vulnerabilities of their target audiences. One 

cosmetics ad decreed: “Unless you are one woman in a thousand, you must use powder 

and rouge. Modern living has robbed women of much of their natural color.” A perfume 

manufacturer’s ad pronounced: “The first duty of woman is to attract. . . . It does not matter how clever or independent you may be, if you fail to influence the men you meet, consciously or unconsciously, you are not fulfilling your fundamental duty as a woman.” A 

mouthwash ad warned about one unsuspecting gentleman’s bad breath—“the truth that 

his friends had been too delicate to mention,” while a tobacco ad matter-of-factly declared: 

“Men at the top are apt to be pipe-smokers. . . . It’s no coincidence—pipe-smoking is a 

calm and deliberate habit—restful, stimulating. His pipe helps a man think straight. A pipe 

is back of most big ideas.” 

Advertising professionals believed they were helping people to manage their lives in 

ways that would increase their satisfaction and pleasure. American consumers responded 

enthusiastically. Their interest in fashion, their eagerness to fill their homes with the latest products, their alacrity to take up the craze of the moment (the mah-jongg card game, 

crossword puzzles, miniature golf)—all evidenced Americans’ preoccupation with selfimprovement and personal pleasure. The most enthusiastic of all were middle-class 

Americans, who could afford to buy what the advertisers were selling. Many of them were 

newcomers to middle-class ranks, searching for ways to affirm—or even create—their 

new identity. The aforementioned ad for pipe tobacco, for example, was targeted at the 

new middle-class man, imagined by advertisers to be someone holding a salaried position 

in a corporate office or bank, or working as a commission salesman, or owning a small 

business. 

As male wage earners moved into the new middle class, their wives were freed from the 

necessity of working outside the home. Advertisers appealed to the new middle-class 

woman, too, as she refocused her attention toward dressing in the latest fashion, managing the household, and raising children. Vacuum cleaners and other consumer durables 

would make her more efficient, and books on child-rearing, many imbued with a popularized Freudianism, would enable her to mold her children for future success in work and 

marriage. Cosmetics would aid women in their “first duty”—to be beautiful and sexual for 

their husbands and boyfriends. 

Changing Attitudes toward Marriage and Sexuality 

That husbands and wives were encouraged to pursue sexual satisfaction together was one 

sign of how prescriptions for married life had changed since the 19th century, when 

women were thought to lack sexual passion and men were tacitly expected to satisfy their 

drives through extramarital liaisons.  Modern husbands and wives were expected to share 

other leisure activities as well—dining out, playing cards with friends, going to the movies, 

attending concerts, and discussing the latest selection from the newly formed Book-of-theMonth Club. Husbands and wives now aspired to a new ideal—to be best friends, full 

partners in the pursuit of happiness. 

The public pursuit of pleasure was also noticeable among young and single middleclass women. The so-called flappersof the 1920s set out to break the informal rules governing young women’s lives: they donned short dresses, rolled their stockings down, wore 

red lipstick, and smoked in public. They took their inspiration from depictions of saucy, 

working-class women of the previous decade that moviemakers had popularized and 

refined. Flappers were signaling their desire for independence and equality, but they had 

little thought of achieving those goals through politics, as had their middle-class predecessors in the woman suffrage movement. Rather, they aimed to create a new female personality endowed with self-reliance, outspokenness, and a new appreciation for the pleasures of life. 

An Age of Celebrity 

Focus Question 

What was the age of celebrity and what caused it to arise? 

The pursuit of pleasure became both an individual and a group endeavor. Mass marketers began to understand that big sums of money could be made by staging megaevents, mostly connected to sports, that tens of thousands would attend and that radio 

announcers would broadcast to a virtual audience of millions. Newspapers and wordof-mouth would ensure that enthusiasts would discuss these events for days, even 

weeks and months. Baseball and boxing became the two sports where mass marketing 

had advanced the furthest. When Yankee Stadium opened in 1923, it set a new standard for the scale and magnificence of sports amphitheaters. Boxing matches began 

drawing audiences that would have been unimaginable 20 years earlier. To succeed on 

this scale, these sports required not just stirring athletic competitions but also individual athletes who seemed larger than life and whose exploits and character could be 

endlessly promoted. 

No sports figure achieved greater fame than did George Herman “Babe” Ruth, who 

overcame the hardships of a poor and orphaned youth in Baltimore to become the slugging star, the “Sultan of Swat,” of the New York Yankees. In the 1920s, Ruth hit more 

home runs than baseball experts had thought humanly possible, culminating in 1927, 

when he hit a magical 60, a record that would last for 34 years and that would be surpassed only three times in the 20th century. A close second in popularity to Ruth was 

heavyweight prizefighter Jack Dempsey, whose combination of ruthlessness and efficiency 

in the ring with gentleness outside it enthralled millions. 

Americans also drew their celebrities from the movies, where stars such as comedian 

Charles Chaplin and the exotically handsome Rudolph Valentino stirred laughter and sexual longings, respectively, in audiences. These and other figures became so familiar on the 

silver screen that they created an insatiable appetite among movie fans for news about their 

private lives as well, an interest that the movie industry was only too eager to exploit. 

The popular figures of the 1920s did not earn their status through their accomplishments 

in politics or war, but through their prowess at a game or their skill at acting in front of a 

camera. Historians have tended to criticize such celebrity worship, especially when the lionized individual seemed to possess no quality greater than the ability to hit a ball 400 feetor 

to smash an opponent’s face. But such scholarly criticism perhaps has been too quick to 

overlook the human longing to experience the intensity of emotions associated with competition and triumph or to draw close to someone who demonstrates that the impossible— 

whether in the form of a physical feat, or a love relationship, or an escape from a confining life—could be accomplished. 

Some of these sentiments can be discerned in the adulation bestowed on Charles A. 

Lindbergh, the young pilot who, in 1927, became the first individual to cross the Atlantic 

in a solo flight. Piloting his single-engine white monoplane,The Spirit of St. Louis,Lindbergh 

flew nonstop (and without sleep) for 34 hours from the time he took off from Long Island 

until he landed at Le Bourget Airport in Paris. Thousands of Parisians were waiting for him 

at the airfield and began charging his plane as soon as it landed. When he returned to New 

York, an estimated 4 million fans lined the parade route. This shy young man from Minnesota instantly became the most famous and adored man in America, mobbed by crowds 

everywhere he went. None of this fame could have happened without the new machinery of 

celebrity culture—aggressive journalists and radio commentators, promoters, and others 

who understood how fame could yield a profit. It mattered, too, that Lindbergh performed 

his feat in an airplane, one of the era’s newest and most exciting innovations. ButLindbergh’s 

celebrity involved more than hype and technology: He accomplished what others said 

could not be done, and he did it on his own in a time when corporations and other private 

institutions of power seemed to be shrinking the realm for individual initiative. Some of 

Lindbergh’s popularity no doubt rested on his ability to demonstrate that an individual of 

conviction and skill could still make a difference in an increasingly industrialized and 

bureaucratized world. 

Celebrating Business Civilization 

Industrialists, advertisers, and merchandisers in the 1920s began to claim that their accomplishments lay at the heart of American civilization. Business, they argued, made America 

great, and businessmen provided the nation with its wisest, most vigorous leadership. In 

1924, President Calvin Coolidge declared that “the business of America is business.” Even 

religion became a business. Bruce Barton, in his best seller The Man Nobody Knows (1925), 

depicted Jesus as a business executive “who picked up twelve men from the bottom ranks 

of business and forged them into an organization that conquered the world.” Elsewhere, 

Barton hailed Jesus as an early “national advertiser,” and proclaimed that Peter and Paul 

were really not so different from Americans who sold vacuum cleaners. 

Some corporate leaders adopted benevolent attitudes toward their employees. They set 

up workplace cafeterias, hired doctors and nurses to staff on-site medical clinics, and 

engaged psychologists to counsel troubled workers. They built ball fields and encouraged 

employees to join industry-sponsored leagues. They published employee newsletters and 

gave awards to employees who did their jobs well and with good spirit. Some employers 

set up profit-sharing plans and offered stock options to reward employees for their efforts, 

and some even gave employees a voice in determining working conditions. 

The real purpose of these measures—collectively known as welfare capitalism—was to 

encourage employees to be loyal to their firm and to convince them (contrary to what 

labor union critics had been arguing) that industry did have the best interests of its 

employees at heart. Management had an understandable fear of union power, arising from 

the paralyzing strikes of 1919. As the decade proceeded and as prosperity rolled on, welfare capitalism reflected the confidence that capitalism had become more responsive to 

employee concerns and thus more humane. 

Industrial Workers 

Many industrial workers benefited from the nation’s prosperity. Most of them enjoyed rising 

wages and a reasonably steady income. Skilled craftsmen in the older industries of construction, railroad transportation, and printing fared especially well. Their real wages rose by 

30 percent to 50 percent over the decade. The several million workers employed in the large 

mass-production industries (such as automobile and electrical equipment manufacture) also 

did well. Their wages were relatively high, and some of them enjoyed good benefits—paid 

sick leave, paid vacations, life insurance, stock options, and retirement pensions. Although 

all workers in companies with these programs were eligible for such benefits, skilled workers were in the best position to claim them. 

Semiskilled and unskilled industrial workers had to contend with a labor surplus 

throughout the decade. As employers replaced workers with machines, the aggregate 

demand for industrial labor increased at a lower rate than it had in the preceding 20 years. 

Despite a weakening demand for labor, rural whites, rural blacks, and Mexicans continued their migration to the cities, stiffening the competition for factory jobs. Employers 

could hire and fire as they saw fit and could therefore keep wage increases lagging behind 

increases in productivity. 

This softening demand for labor helps explain why many working-class families benefited 

little from the decade’s prosperity or from its consumer revolution. An estimated40 percent 

of workers remained mired in poverty, unable to afford a healthy diet or adequate housing, 

much less any of the more costly consumer goods. In 1930, for instance, only 25 percent 

to 40 percent of American households owned a washing machine, a vacuum cleaner, and 

a radio, and only 50 percent had a car. 

The million or more workers who labored in the nation’s two largest industries, coal 

and textiles, suffered the most during the 1920s. Throughout the decade, both industries 

experienced severe overcapacity. By 1926, only half of the coal mined each year was being 

sold. Many New England textile cities experienced levels of unemployment that sometimes 

approached 50 percent. One reason was that many textile industrialists had shifted their 

operations to the South, where taxes and wages were lower. But the southern textile industry also suffered from excess capacity, exerting a downward pressure on prices and wages 

there as well. Plant managers pressured their workers to speed up production. Workers 

loathed the frequent “speed-ups” of machines and the “stretch-outs” in the number of 

spinning or weaving machines each worker was expected to tend. By the late 1920s, labor 

strife and calls for unionization were rising among disgruntled workers in both the South 

and the North. 

Unionization of textiles and coal, and of more prosperous industries as well, would 

have brought workers a larger share of the decade’s prosperity. Some labor leaders, such 

as Sidney Hillman of the Amalgamated Clothing Workers, argued that unionization would 

actually increase corporate profits by compelling employers to observe uniform wage and 

hour schedules that would restrain ruinous competition. Hillman pointed out—as Henry 

Ford had in the preceding decade—that rising wages would enable workers to purchase 

more consumer goods and thus increase corporate sales and revenues, but Hillman’s views 

were ignored outside the garment industry. 

Elsewhere, unions lost ground as business and government, backed by middle-class opinion, remained hostile to labor organization. Employers attacked unions as un-American. A 

conservative Supreme Court whittled away at labor’s legal protections. In 1921, it ruled 

that lower courts could issue injunctions against union members, prohibiting them from 

striking or picketing an employer. State courts also enforced what union members called 

“yellow dog” contracts, written pledges by which employees promised not to join a 

union while they were employed. Any employee who violated that pledge was subject to 

immediate dismissal. 

These measures crippled efforts to organize trade unions. Membership fell from a high 

of 5 million in 1920 to less than 3 million in 1929, a mere 10 percent of the nation’s industrial workforce. Other forces contributed to the decline, too. Many workers, especially 

those benefiting from welfare capitalist programs, decided they no longer needed trade 

unions. And the labor movement hurt itself by moving too slowly to open its ranks to 

semiskilled and unskilled factory workers. 

Women and Work 

Women workers experienced the same hardships as men in the industrial workforce and 

fewer of the benefits. They were largely excluded from the ranks of the skilled craftsmen 

and thus missed out on the substantial wage increases that the men in those positions 

enjoyed. Women also had trouble finding work in the automobile industry, the highest 

paying of the mass-production industries. They had better access to the electrical equipment and meat-packing industries, although they were often segregated in departments 

given over to “women’s work.” Where women were allowed to compete for the same jobs 

as men, they usually earned less. Thus, a female trimmer in a meat-packing plant typically 

made 37 cents per hour, only two-thirds of what a male trimmer earned. The textile industry had long been a major source of employment for women, but, in the 1920s, women 

and men alike in this ailing manufacturing sector suffered high rates of unemployment and 

declining wages. 

White-collar work established itself, in the 1920s, as a magnet for women. This sector 

grew rapidly in a decade in which corporations expanded and refined their managerial and 

accounting practices. Discrimination prevented women from becoming managers, accountants, or supervisors, but they did dominate the lower-level ranks of secretaries, typists, filing clerks, bank tellers, and department store clerks. By the 1930s, 2 million women, or 

20 percent of the female workforce, labored in these and related occupations. Initially, 

these positions had a glamour that factory work lacked. Work environments were cleaner 

and brighter, and women had the opportunity—indeed were expected—to dress well and 

fashionably. But wages were low and managerial authority was absolute. Unions had virtually no presence in white-collar places of employment, and workers had difficulty finding alternative ways of protesting unfair managers or difficult working conditiosns. 

Women with ambitious work aspirations most often  pursued the “female” professions, 

such as teaching, nursing, social work, and librarianship. Opportunities in several of these 

fields, especially teaching and social work, were growing, and women responded by 

enrolling in college in large numbers. The number of female college students increased by 

50 percent during the 1920s. Some of these college graduates used their new skills in new 

fields, such as writing for women’s magazines. A few, drawing strength from their feminist 

forebears during the progressive era, managed to crack such male bastions of work as 

mainstream journalism and university research and teaching. In every field of endeavor, 

even such new and exotic ones as airplane flying, at least one woman arose to demonstrate 

that her sex had the necessary talent and drive to match or exceed what men had done. 

Thus in 1932, Amelia Earhart became the first woman to fly the Atlantic solo, matching 

Lindbergh’s feat and inspiring women everywhere. Even so, Earhart’s feat failed to improve 

substantially opportunities for women who wanted to work as pilots in the airline industry. 

In this industry, as in most lines of work, gender prejudices remained too entrenched, and 

the women who had broken the gender line remained, by and large, solitary figures. 

The Women’s Movement Adrift 

Many supporters of the 19th Amendment to the Constitution, which, in 1920, gave 

women the right to vote, expected it to transform American politics. Women voters would 

reverse the decline in voter participation, cleanse politics of corruption, and launch a variety of reform initiatives that would improve the quality of life for women and men alike. 

This female-inspired transformation, however, failed to materialize. Voter participation 

rates did not increase, nor did American politics become imbued with female-inspired 

virtue and honesty. The women’s movement, instead, seemed to succumb to the same 

exhaustion and frustration as had the more general progressive movement from which it 

had emerged 20 years earlier. Younger women searching for independence and equality 

(such as the flappers discussed earlier in this chapter) often turned away from reform altogether, preferring a lifestyle that emphasized private achievement and personal freedom to 

a political career devoted to improving the collective status of America’s women. Those 

who continued to agitate for reform found progress more difficult to achieve once the conservative Republican administrations of Harding and Coolidge took office. 

Despite the difficult political environment in which they had to work, some female 

reformers made significant strides in the 1920s. In 1921, one group succeeded in getting 

Congress to pass the Sheppard-Towner Act,a major social welfare program that provided 

federal funds for prenatal and child health care centers throughout the United States. It 

remained in effect until 1929. In 1923, Alice Paul, still head of the National Woman’s 

Party (NWP, see chapter 20), and her allies prevailed on Congress to consider an Equal 

Rights Amendment (ERA) to the Constitution, phrased as follows: “Men and women shall 

have equal rights throughout the United States and every place subject to its jurisdiction.” 

And the National American Woman Suffrage Association, the major force behind the 

struggle for suffrage, transformed itself in 1920 into the League of Women Voters 

(LWV). During the next decade, the LWV launched numerous initiatives to encourage 

women to run for elective office, to educate voters about the issues before them, and to 

improve the condition of those Americans—the poor, female and child laborers, the mentally ill—who needed assistance. 

Sometimes the women’s movement was stymied not just by external opposition but 

also by internal division— as it was over the ERA. The NWP and other supporters of the 

ERA insisted that there could be no compromise with the proposition that women were 

the equals of men in every respect. But, the LWV countered, child-rearing and mothering 

duties did render women different from men in key respects and thus, in some instances, 

in need of special treatment by Congress and other lawmaking bodies. 

The question of female difference crystallized around the issue of protective labor legislation for women. Over the years, a series of state and federal laws had given women protections at the workplace—limitations on the hours of labor, prohibitions on overnight 

work, and other such measures—that men did not have. Many women reformers supported these measures, believing they were vital to protecting the masses of women workers from the worst forms of exploitation and thus enabling them to have enough time and 

energy to perform their vital roles as mothers and wives. Fearing that a successful ERA 

would render this protective legislation unconstitutional, the LWV and its allies opposed 

the ERA. Alice Paul and her allies countered by arguing that female protective laws did not 

really benefit women. Instead, employers used these laws as an excuse to segregate women 

in stereotyped jobs that were mostly low status and low paying and thus to deny women 

the opportunities for advancement and fulfillment open to men. 

This issue of whether women should be treated like men in all respects or offered some 

protections that no men enjoyed was a genuinely complicated one, and women activists 

would continue to argue about it with each other for decades. In the 1920s, however, their 

inability to speak with a single voice on this matter weakened their cause in the eyes of 

their adversaries. 

The Politics of Business 

Focus Question 

What were the similarities and differences in the politics of Harding, Coolidge, and 

Hoover? 

Republican presidents governed the country from 1921 to 1933. In the beginning, this 

transition engulfed national politics in scandal, as Warren Harding, the first of the decade’s 

three Republican presidents, allowed high-ranking members of his administration to 

indulge in spectacular forms of corruption. But his successor, Calvin Coolidge, restored 

virtue and honor to the presidency while carrying out his 1924 campaign pledge to overturn the legacy of progressivism and reduce the role of the government in economic affairs. 

The most significant challenge to Coolidge’s small government program came from his 

own secretary of commerce and then his successor as president, Herbert Hoover, who 

sought to sustain the spirit of activist government that Theodore Roosevelt had introduced 

to Republican politics, albeit in somewhat altered form. 

Harding and the Politics of Personal Gain 

Warren Gamaliel Harding defeated Democrat James M. Cox for the presidency in 1920. 

From modest origins as a newspaper editor in the small town of Marion, Ohio, Harding 

had risen to the U.S. Senate chiefly because the powerful Ohio Republican machine knew 

it could count on him to do its bidding. He gained the presidency for the same reason. 

The Republican Party bosses believed that almost anyone they nominated in 1920 could 

defeat the Democratic opponent. They chose Harding because they could control him. 

Harding’s good looks and geniality made him a favorite with voters, and he swept into 

office with 61percent of the popular vote, the greatest landslide since 1820. 

To his credit, Harding released the aging Socialist Party leader Eugene V. Debs from jail 

and took other measures to cool the passions unleashed by the Red Scare. He also included 

talented men in his cabinet. His choices of Herbert Hoover as secretary of commerce, 

Charles Evans Hughes as secretary of state, and Andrew Mellon as secretary of the treasury 

were particularly impressive appointments. Still, Harding lacked the will to alter his 

ingrained political habits. He had built his political career on a willingness to please the 

lobbyists who came to his Senate office asking for favors and deals. He had long followed 

Ohio boss Harry M. Daugherty’s advice and would continue to do so with Daugherty as 

his attorney general. Harding apparently did not consider men such as Daugherty selfserving or corrupt. They were his friends; they had been with him since the beginning of 

his political career. He made sure the “boys” had jobs in his administration, and he continued to socialize with them. Many a night he could be found drinking (despite Prohibition), gambling, and womanizing with the “Ohio Gang” at its K Street hangout. Sometimes 

the gang even convened in the White House. Alice Roosevelt Longworth, Theodore Roosevelt’s daughter, once came into the White House study and found the air “heavy with 

tobacco smoke,” its tables cluttered with “bottles containing every imaginable brand of 

whiskey, . . . [and] cards and poker chips at hand.” 

The K Street house was more than a place to carouse. It was a place of business where 

the Ohio Gang became rich selling government appointments, judicial pardons, and police 

protection to bootleggers. By 1923, the corruption could no longer be concealed. Journalists and senators began to focus public attention on the actions of Secretary of the Interior 

Albert Fall, who had persuaded Harding to transfer control of large government oil reserves 

at Teapot Dome,Wyoming, and Elk Hills, California, from the navy to the Department of 

the Interior. Fall had immediately leased the deposits to two oil tycoons, Harry F. Sinclair 

and Edward L. Doheny, who pumped oil from the wells in exchange for providing the navy 

with a system of fuel tank reserves. Fall had issued the leases secretly, without allowing 

other oil corporations to compete for them, and he had accepted almost $400,000 from Sinclair and Doheny. 

Fall would pay for this shady deal with a year in jail. He was not the only Harding 

appointee to do so. Charles R. Forbes, head of the Veterans’ Bureau, would go to Leavenworth Prison for swindling the government out of $200 million in hospital supplies. The 

exposure of Forbes’s theft prompted his lawyer, Charles Cramer, to commit suicide; Jesse 

Smith, Attorney General Daugherty’s close friend and housemate, also killed himself, 

apparently to avoid being indicted and brought to trial. Daugherty managed to escape conviction and incarceration for bribery by burning incriminating documents held by his 

brother’s Ohio bank. Still, Daugherty left government service in disgrace. 

Harding initially kept himself blind to this widespread use of public office for private 

gain but grew depressed when he finally realized what had been going on. In summer 

1923, in poor spirits, he left Washington for a West Coast tour. He fell ill in Seattle and 

died from a heart attack in San Francisco. The train returning his body to Washington 

attracted crowds of grief-stricken mourners who little suspected the web of corruption and 

bribery in which Harding had been caught. Even as the revelations poured forth in 1924 

and 1925, few Americans seemed bothered. Some of this insouciance reflected the carefree atmosphere of the 1920s, but much of it had to do with the character of the man who 

succeeded Harding. 

Coolidge and Laissez-Faire Politics 

Calvin Coolidge rarely smiled. At the many dinners he attended as vice president, he said 

hardly a word. Silence was his public creed, much to the chagrin of Washington’s 

socialites. He was never enticed into carousing with the “boys,” nor did he ever stand by 

as liquor was being served. He believed that the best government was the government that 

governed least, and that the welfare of the country hinged not on politicians but on the 

people—their willingness to work hard, to be honest, and to live within their means. 

Born in Vermont and raised in Massachusetts, Calvin Coolidge gained national visibility in September 1919, when as governor of Massachusetts he took a firm stand against 

Boston’s striking policemen (see chapter 23). His reputation as a man who battled labor 

radicals earned him a place on the 1920 national Republican ticket. His image as an ordinary man helped convince voters in 1920 that the Republican Party would return the 

country to its commonsensical ways after eight years of reckless reforms. Coolidge won his 

party’s presidential nomination handily in 1924 and easily defeated his Democratic opponent, John W. Davis. Coolidge’s popularity remained strong throughout his first full term, 

and he probably would have been re-nominated and reelected in 1928, but he chose not 

to run. 

Coolidge took greatest pride in those measures that reduced the government’s control 

over the economy. The Revenue Act of 1926 slashed the high income and estate taxes that 

progressives had pushed through Congress during the First World War. Coolidge curtailed the power of the Federal Trade Commission to regulate business affairs and 

endorsed Supreme Court decisions invalidating progressive era laws that had strengthened 

organized labor and protected children and women from employer exploitation. 

Hoover and the Politics of Associationalism 

Republicans inthe 1920s did more than simply remove government restraints and regulations from the economy. Some, led by Secretary of Commerce Herbert Hoover, conceived of government as a dynamic, even progressive, economic force. Hoover did not 

want government to control industry, but he did want government to persuade private 

corporations to abandon their wasteful, selfish ways and turn to cooperation and public service. Hoover envisioned an economy built on the principle of association. Industrialists, wholesalers, retailers, operators of railroad and shipping lines, small businessmen, farmers, workers, doctors—each of these groups would form a trade association 

whose members would share economic information, discuss problems of production 

and distribution, and seek ways of achieving greater efficiency and profit. Hoover 

believed that the very act of associating in this way—an approach that historian Ellis 

Hawley has called “associationalism”—would convince participants of the superiority 

of cooperation over competition, of negotiation over conflict, of public service over 

selfishness. 

A graduate of Stanford University, Hoover had worked first as a mining engineer and 

then as an executive in multinational mining corporations. During the war, he had 

directed the government’s Food Administration (see chapter 23). From that experience, he 

had come to appreciate the role that government could play in coordinating the activities 

of thousands of producers and distributors scattered across the country. 

Hoover’s ambition as secretary of commerce was to make the department the grand 

orchestrator of economic cooperation. During his eight years in that post (1921–29), he 

organized more than 250 conferences and repeatedly brought together government officials, representatives of business, policy makers, and others who had a stake in strengthening the economy. 

Hoover achieved some notable successes. He persuaded farmers to join together in marketing cooperatives, steel executives to abandon the 12-hour day for their employees, and 

some groups of bankers in the South to organize their institutions into regional associations with adequate resources and expertise. Hoover’s dynamic conception of government 

did not endear him to Coolidge, who declared in 1927: “That man has offered me unsolicited advice for six years, all of it bad.” 

The Politics of Business Abroad 

Republican domestic policy disagreements over whether to pursue laissez-faire or associationalism spilled over into foreign policy as well. As secretary of commerce, Hoover intended 

to apply associationalism to international relations. He wanted the world’s leading nations to 

meet regularly in conferences, to limit military buildups, and to foster an international environment in which capitalism could flourish. Aware that the United States must help create 

such an environment, Hoover hoped to persuade American bankers to adopt investment and 

loan policies that would aid European recovery. If they refused to do so, he was prepared to 

urge the government to take an activist, supervisory role in foreign investment. 
In 1921 and 1922, Hoover helped design the Washington Conference on the Limitation of Armaments. Although he did not serve as a negotiator at the conference—Secretary 

of State Charles Evans Hughes reserved that role for himself and his subordinates— 

Hoover did supply Hughes’s team with a wealth of economic information, and he helped 

Hughes to use that information to design forceful, detailed proposals for disarmament. 

Those proposals gave U.S. negotiators a decided advantage over their European and Asian 

counterparts and helped them win a stunning accord, the Five-Power Treaty, by which 

the United States, Britain, Japan, France, and Italy agreed to scrap more than 2 million tons 

of warships. Hughes also obtained pledges from all of the signatories that they would 

respect the “Open Door” in China, long a U.S. foreign policy objective (see chapter 22). 

These triumphs redounded to Hughes’s credit but not to Hoover’s, and Hughes used it 

to consolidate his control over foreign policy. He rebuffed Hoover’s efforts to put international economic affairs under the direction of the Commerce Department and rejected 

Hoover’s suggestion to intervene in the international activities of U.S. banks. 

Hughes was not entirely laissez faire in approach, as he demonstrated in his 1923 reaction to a crisis in Franco-German relations. The victorious Allies had imposed on Germany 

an obligation to pay $33 billion in war reparations (see chapter 23). In 1923, when the 

impoverished German government suspended its payments, France sent troops to occupy 

the Ruhr valley, whose industry was vital to the German economy. German workers retaliated by going on strike, and the crisis threatened to undermine Europe’s precarious economic recovery. Hughes did not stand on the sidelines. He intensified American financial 

pressure on the French and compelled them to attend a U.S.-sponsored conference in 

1924 to restructure Germany’s debt obligation. 

The conference produced the Dawes Plan(after the Chicago banker and chief negotiator, Charles G. Dawes), which reduced German reparations from $542 million to $250 million annually and called on U.S. and foreign banks to stimulate the German economy with 

a quick infusion of $200 million in loans. Within a matter of days, banker J. P. Morgan,Jr., 

raised more than $1 billion from American investors. Money poured into German financial markets, and the German economy appeared to stabilize. 

The Dawes Plan won applause on both sides of the Atlantic, but soon the U.S. money 

flooding into Germany created its own problems. American investors were so eager to lend 

to Germany that their investments became speculative and unsound. At this point, a 

stronger U.S. government effort to direct loans to sound investments, a strategy that 

Hoover supported, might have helped. But neither Hughes nor his successor as secretary 

of state, Frank Kellogg, was interested in such initiatives, and neither was Secretary of the 

Treasury Mellon. The laissez-faire approach had reasserted itself, and Hoover’s plan to 

involve the U.S. government directly in international economic matters had been rebuffed. 

The Republicans’ continued pursuit of disarmament and world peace seemed to 

diverge from their general reluctance to involve the U.S. government in foreign affairs. 

To follow up the success of the 1922 Five-Power treaty, Secretary of State Kellogg 

drew up a treaty with Aristide Briand, the French foreign minister, outlawing war as a 

tool of national policy. In 1928, representatives of the United States, France, and 13 

other nations met in Paris to sign the Kellogg-Briand pact, an agreement that soon 

attracted the support of 48 other nations. Coolidge viewed Kellogg-Briand, however, 

not as a way of extending U.S. government power abroad but as a way of reducing further the size of the U.S. government at home. With the threat of war removed, the 

United States could scale back its military forces and eliminate much of the bureaucracy needed to support a large standing army and navy. Unfortunately, the pact contained no enforcement mechanism, thus rendering itself ineffective as a foreign policy 

tool. 

The Republican administrations flexed U.S. power more effectively in Latin American 

affairs. U.S. investments in the region more than doubled from 1917 to 1929, and the U.S. 

government continued its policy of intervening in the internal affairs of Latin America to 

protect U.S. interests. Republican administrations did attempt initially to curtail American 

military involvement in the Caribbean. The Coolidge administration pulled American 

troops out of the Dominican Republic in 1924 and Nicaragua in 1925. In the case of 

Nicaragua, however, U.S. Marines returned in 1926 to end a war between liberal and conservative Nicaraguans and to protect American property; this time they stayed until 1934. 

U.S. troops, meanwhile, occupied Haiti continuously between 1919 and 1934, keeping in 

power governments friendly to U.S. interests. Opposition to such heavy-handed tactics 

continued to build in the United States, but it  would not yield a significant change in U.S. 

policy until the 1930s (see chapter 25). 

Farmers,Small-Town Protestants,and Moral Traditionalists 

Focus Question 

What did farmers and conservative Protestants fear in the 1920s, and what policies 

did they support? 

Although many Americans benefited from the prosperity of the 1920s, others did not. 

Overproduction was impoverishing substantial numbers of farmers. Beyond these economic hardships, many moral-traditionalist white Protestants, especially those in rural 

areas and small towns, believed that the country was being overrun by racially inferior and 

morally suspect foreigners. 

Agricultural Depression 

The 1920s brought hard times to the nation’s farmers after the boom period of the war 

years. During the war, domestic demand for farm products had risen steadily and foreign 

demand had exploded as the war disrupted agricultural production in France, Ukraine, 

and other European food-producing regions. Soon after the war, however, Europe’s farmers quickly resumed their customary levels of production. Foreign demand for American 

foodstuffs fell precipitously, leaving U.S. farmers with an oversupply and depressed prices. 

A rise in agricultural productivity made possible by the tractor also worsened the plight of 

many farmers. The number of tractors in use almost quadrupled in the 1920s, and35 million 

new acres came under cultivation. Produce flooded the market. Prices fell even further, as 

did farm incomes. By 1929, the annual per capita income of rural Americans was only 

$223, one-quarter that of the non-farm population. Hundreds of thousands had to sell 

their farms and either scrape together a living as tenants or abandon farming altogether. 

Many chose to abandon farm life, packed their belongings into jalopies or loaded them 

onto trains, and headed for the city. 

Those who stayed on the land grew increasingly assertive in their demands. Early in the 

decade, radical farmers working through such organizations as the Nonpartisan League of 

North Dakota and farmer-labor parties in Minnesota, Wisconsin, and other midwestern 

states led the movement. By the second half of the decade, however, leadership had passed 

from farming radicals to farming moderates, and from small farmers in danger of dispossession to larger farmers and agribusinesses seeking to extend their holdings. By lobbying 

through such organizations as the Farm Bureau Federation, the more powerful agricultural 

interests pressured Congress to set up economic controls that would protect them from 

failure. Their proposals, embodied in the McNary-Haugen Bill, called on the government 

to erect high tariffs on foreign produce and to purchase surplus U.S. crops. The government would then sell the surplus crops on the world market for whatever prices they 

fetched. Any money lost in international sales would be absorbed by the government 

rather than by the farmers. The McNary-Haugen Bill passed Congress in 1927 and in 

1928, only to be vetoed by President Coolidge both times. 

Cultural Dislocation 

Added to the economic plight of the farmers was a sense of cultural dislocation among the 

majority who were white, Protestant, and of northwest European descent. These farmers 

had long perceived themselves as the backbone of the nation—hardworking, honest, Godfearing yeomen, guardians of independence and liberty. 

The 1920 census challenged the validity of that view. For the first time, a slight majority of Americans now lived in urban areas. That finding in itself signified little because the 

census classified as “urban” those towns with a population as small as 2,500. But the census figures did reinforce the widespread perception that both the economic and cultural 

vitality of the nation had shifted from the countryside to the metropolis. Industry, the chief 

engine of prosperity, was an urban phenomenon. Commercialized leisure—the world of 

amusement parks, department stores, professional sports, movies, cabarets, and theaters— 

was to be enjoyed in cities; so too were flashy fashions and open sexuality. Catholics, Jews, 

and African Americans, who together outnumbered white Protestants in many cities, 

seemed to be the principal creators of this new world. They were also thought to be the 

purveyors of Bolshevism and other modes of radicalism. Cities, finally, were the home of 

secular intellectuals who had scrapped their belief in Scripture and in God and had 

embraced science as their new, unimpeachable authority. 

Throughout the progressive era, rural white Americans had believed that the cities could 

be redeemed, that city dwellers could be reformed, that the Protestant values of rural America would triumph. War had crushed that confidence and had replaced it with the fear that 

urban culture and urban people would undermine all that “true” Americans held dear. 

These fears grew even more intense with the changes brought by prosperity. Urbanindustrial America increased in power and affluence and spread its consumer culture and 

its commodities to the countryside as never before. Even small towns now sported movie 

theaters and automobile dealerships. Radio waves carried news of city life into isolated 

farmhouses. The growth in the circulation of national magazines also broke down the wall 

separating country from city. Mail-order catalogs—Sears, Roebuck, and Company and 

others—invited farmers to fantasize that they too could fill their homes with refrigerators, 

RCA Victrolas, and Hoover vacuum cleaners. (See Map 24.1, Urbanization, 1920, in the 

color insert following page 912.) 

Rural white Americans showed ambivalence toward this cultural invasion. On the one 

hand, most country dwellers were eager to participate in the consumer marketplace. On 

the other hand, many worried that doing so would expose the countryside to atheism, 

immorality, and radicalism. They expressed their determination to protect their imperiled 

way of life in their support for Prohibition, the Ku Klux Klan, immigration restriction, and 

religious fundamentalism. 

Prohibition 

The 18th Amendment to the Constitution, which prohibited the manufacture and sale of alcohol, went into effect in January 1920. Initially it drew support from a large and varied constituency that included farmers, middle-class city dwellers, feminists, and progressive reformers who loathed the powerful “liquor trust” and who saw firsthand the deleterious effects of 

drink on the urban poor. It soon became apparent, however, that Prohibition was doing as 

much to encourage law-breaking as abstinence. With only 1,500 federal agents to enforce the 

law, the government could not possibly police the drinking habits of 110 million people. 

With little fear of punishment, those who wanted to drink did so, either brewing liquor at 

home or buying it from speakeasies and bootleggers. 
Because the law prevented legitimate businesses from manufacturing liquor, organized crime added alcohol to its portfolio. Mobsters procured much of their liquor from 

Canadian manufacturers, smuggled it across the border, protected it in warehouses, and 

distributed it to speakeasies. Al Capone’s Chicago-based mob alone employed 1,000 

men to protect its liquor trafficking, which was so lucrative that Capone became the 

richest (and most feared) gangster in America. Blood flowed in the streets of Chicago 

and other northern cities as rival mobs fought one another to enlarge their share of the 

market. 

These unexpected consequences caused many early advocates of Prohibition, especially 

in the cities, to withdraw their support. Not so for Prohibition’s rural, white Protestant 

supporters, however. The violence spawned by liquor trafficking confirmed their view of 

alcohol as evil. The high-profile participation of Italian, Irish, and Jewish gangsters in the 

bootleg trade reinforced their belief that Catholics and Jews were threats to law and morality. Many rural white Protestants became more, not less, determined to rid the country of 

liquor once and for all; some among them resolved to rid the country of Jews and Catholics 

as well. 

The Ku Klux Klan 

The original Ku Klux Klan, formed in the South in the late 1860s, had died out with 

the defeat of Reconstruction and the reestablishment of white supremacy (see chapter 

17). The new Klan was created in 1915 by William Simmons, a white southerner who 

had been inspired by D. W. Griffith’s racist film, Birth of a Nation, in which the early 

Klan was depicted as having saved the nation from predatory blacks. By the 1920s, 

control of the Klan had passed from Simmons to a Texas dentist, Hiram Evans, and its 

ideological focus had expanded from a loathing of blacks to a hatred of Jews and 

Catholics as well. Evans’s Klan propagated a nativist message that the country should 

contain—or better yet, eliminate—the influence of Jews and Catholics and restore 

“Anglo-Saxon” racial purity, Protestant supremacy, and traditional morality to national 

life. This message swelled Klan ranks and expanded its visibility and influence in the 

North and South alike. 
By 1924, as many as 4 million Americans are thought to have belonged to the Klan, 

including the half-million members of its female auxiliary, Women of the Ku Klux Klan. Not 

only was the Klan strong in states of the Old Confederacy such as Louisiana and Texas and 

in border states such as Oklahoma and Kansas, but it thrived, too, in such northern states as 

Indiana, Pennsylvania, Washington, and Oregon. It even drew significant membership from 

the cities of those states. Indiana, for example, was home to 500,000 Klansmenand women, 

many of them in the Indianapolis area. In 1924, Indiana voters elected a Klansman to the 

governorship and sent several other Klan members to the statehouse. 

In some respects, the Klan resembled other fraternal organizations. It offered its members friendship networks, social services, and conviviality. Its rituals, regalia, and mockmedieval language (the Imperial Wizard, Exalted Cyclops, Grand Dragons, and such) gave 

initiates a sense of superiority, valor, and mystery similar to what other fraternal societies, 

from the Masons to the Knights of Columbus, imparted to their members. 

But the Klan also thrived on hate. It spread lurid tales of financial extortion by Jewish 

bankers and sexual exploitation by Catholic priests. The accusations were sometimes general, as in the claim that an international conspiracy of Jewish bankers had caused the agricultural depression, or allegations that the pope had sent agents to the United States with 

instructions to destroy liberty and democracy. More common, and more incendiary, however, were the seemingly plausible, yet totally manufactured, tales of Jewish or Catholic 

depravity. Stories circulated of Jewish businessmen who had opened amusement parks 

and dance halls to which they lured innocent adolescents, tempting them with sexual 

transgression and profiting handsomely from their moral debasement. Likewise, Catholic 

priests and nuns were said to prey on Protestant girls and boys who had been forced into 

convents and Catholic orphanages. These outrageous stories sometimes provoked attacks 

on individual Jews and Catholics. More commonly, they prompted campaigns to boycott 

Jewish businesses and Catholic institutions, and to ruin reputations. 

The emphasis on sexual exploitation in these stories reveals the anxiety Klan members 

felt about society’s growing acceptance of sexual openness and sexual gratification. Many 

Klan supporters lived in towns suffused with these modern attitudes. That such attitudes 

might reflect the yearnings of Protestant children rather than the manipulation of deceitful Jews and Catholics was a truth some Protestant parents found difficult to accept. 

Immigration Restriction 

Although most white Protestants never joined the Klan, many of them did respond to the 

Klan’s nativist argument that the country and its values would best be served by limiting 

the entry of outsiders. That was the purpose of the Johnson-Reed Immigration Restriction Act of 1924. 

By the early 1920s, most Americans believed that the country could no longer accommodate the million immigrants who had been arriving each year before the war and the more 

than 800,000 who arrived in 1921. Industrialists no longer needed unskilled European 

laborers to operate their factories, their places having been taken either by machines or by 

African American and Mexican workers. Most labor movement leaders were convinced 

that the influx of workers unfamiliar with English and with trade unions had weakened 

labor solidarity. Progressive reformers no longer believed that immigrants could be easily 

Americanized or that harmony between the native-born and the foreign-born could be 

readily achieved. Congress responded to constituents’ concerns by passing an immigration 

restriction act in 1921. In 1924, the more comprehensive Johnson-Reed Act imposed a 

yearly quota of 165,000 immigrants from countries outside the Western Hemisphere, 

effectively reducing total immigration to only 20 percent of the prewar annual average. 

The sponsors of the 1924 act believed that certain groups—British, Germans, and Scandinavians, in particular—were racially superior and that, consequently, these groups 

should be allowed to enter the United States in greater numbers; however, because the 

Constitution prohibited the enactment of explicitly racist laws, Congress had to achieve 

this racist aim through subterfuge. Lawmakers established a formula to determine the 

annual immigrant quota for each foreign country, which was to be computed at 2 percent 

of the total number of immigrants from that country already resident in the United States 

in the year 1890. In 1890, immigrant ranks had been dominated by the British, Germans, 

and Scandinavians, so the new quotas would thus allow for a relatively larger cohort of 

immigrants from those countries. Immigrant groups that were poorly represented in the 

1890 population—Italians, Greeks, Poles, Slavs, and Eastern European Jews—were effectively locked out. 

The Johnson-Reed Act also reaffirmed the long-standing policy of excluding Chinese 

immigrants, and it added Japanese and other groups of East and South Asians to the list of 

groups that were altogether barred from entry. The act did not officially limit immigration 

from nations in the Western Hemisphere, chiefly because agribusiness interests in Texas 

and California had convinced Congress that cheap Mexican labor was indispensable to their 

industry’s prosperity. Still, the establishment of a Border Patrol along the U.S.–Mexican 

border and the imposition of a $10 head tax on all prospective Mexican immigrants made 

entry into the United States more difficult than it had been. 

The Johnson-Reed Act accomplished Congress’s underlying goal. Annual immigration 

from transoceanic nations fell by 80 percent. The large number of available slots for English and German immigrants regularly went unfilled, while the smaller number of available slots for Italians, Poles, Russian Jews, and others prevented hundreds of thousands of 

them from entering the country. A “national origins” system put in place in 1927 further 

reduced the total annual quota to 150,000 and reserved more than 120,000 of these slots 

for immigrants from northwestern Europe. Except for minor modifications in 1952, the 

Johnson-Reed Act would govern U.S. immigration policy until 1965. 

Remarkably few Americans, outside of the ethnic groups being discriminated against, 

objected to these laws at the time they were passed—an indication of how broadly acceptable racism and nativism had become. In fact, racism and religious bigotry enjoyed a resurgence during the Jazz Age. The pseudoscience of eugenics, based on the idea that nations 

could improve the racial quality of their population by expanding its stronger racial strains 

and shrinking its weaker ones, found supporters not only in Congress but among the 

ranks of prestigious scientists as well. Universities such as Harvard and Columbia set quotas similar to those of the Johnson-Reed Act to reduce the proportion of Jews among their 

undergraduates. 

Fundamentalism versus Liberal Protestantism 

Of all the movements protesting against the modern elements of urban life in the 1920s, 

Protestant fundamentalism was perhaps the most enduring. Fundamentalistsregarded the 

Bible as God’s word and thus the source of all “fundamental” truth. They believed that every 

event depicted in the Bible, from the creation of the world in six days to theresurrection of 

Christ, happened exactly as the Bible described it. For fundamentalists, God was a deity 

who intervened directly in the lives of individuals and communities and who made known 

both his pleasure and his wrath to those who acknowledged his divinity. Sin had to be 

actively purged, and salvation actively sought. 

The rise of the fundamentalist movement from the 1870s through the 1920s roughly 

paralleled the rise of urban-industrial society. Fundamentalists recoiled from the “evils” of 

the city—from what they perceived as its poverty, its moral degeneracy, its irreligion, and 

its crass materialism. Fundamentalism took shape in reaction against two additional 

aspects of urban society: the growth of liberal Protestantism and the revelations of science. 

Liberal Protestantsbelieved that religion had to be adapted to the skeptical and scientific temper of the modern age. No biblical story in which a sea opens up, the sun stands 

still, or a woman springs forth from a man’s rib could possibly be true. The Bible was to 

be mined for its ethical values rather than for its literal truth. Liberal Protestants removed 

God from his active role in history and refashioned him into a distant and benign deity 

who watched over the world but did not intervene to punish or to redeem. They turned 

religion away from the quest for salvation and toward the pursuit of good deeds, social 

conscience, and love for one’s neighbor. Although those with a liberal bent constituted 

only a minority of Protestants, they were articulate, visible, and influential in social reform 

movements. Fundamentalism arose in part to counter the “heretical” claims of the liberal 

Protestants. 

Liberal Protestants and fundamentalists both understood that science was the source of 

most challenges to Christianity. Scientists believed that rational inquiry was a better guide 

to the past and to the future than prayer and revelation. Scientists even challenged the 

ideas that God had created the world and had fashioned humankind in his own image. 

These were assertions that many religious peoples, particularly fundamentalists, simply 

could not accept. Conflict was inevitable. It came in 1925, in Dayton, Tennessee. 

The Scopes Trial 

No aspect of science aroused more anger among fundamentalists than Charles Darwin’s 

theory of evolution. There was no greater blasphemy than to suggest that man emerged 

from lower forms of life instead of being created by God. In Tennessee in 1925, fundamentalists succeeded in passing a law that forbade teaching “any theory that denies the 

story of the divine creation of man as taught in the Bible.” 

For Americans who accepted the authority of science, denying the truth of evolution was 

as ludicrous as insisting that the sun revolved around the earth. They ridiculed the fundamentalists, but they worried that the passage of the Tennessee law might signal the onset of 

a campaign to undermine First Amendment guarantees of free speech. The American Civil 

Liberties Union (ACLU), founded by liberals during the Red Scare of 1919 and 1920, began 

searching for a teacher who would be willing to challenge the constitutionality of the Tennessee law. They found their man in John T. Scopes, a 24-year-old biology teacher in Dayton, Tennessee. After confessing that he had taught evolution to his students, Scopes was 

arrested. The case quickly attracted national attention. William Jennings Bryan, the former 

Populist, progressive, and secretary of state, announced that he would help prosecute 

Scopes, and the famous liberal trial lawyer Clarence Darrow rushed to Dayton to lead 

Scopes’s defense. That Bryan and Darrow had once been allies in the progressive movement only heightened the drama. A small army of journalists descended on Dayton, led by 

H. L. Mencken, a Baltimore-based journalist famous for his savage critiques of the alleged 

stupidity and prudishness of small-town Americans. 

The trial dragged on, and most of the observers expected Scopes to be convicted. He 

was, but the hearing took an unexpected turn when Darrow persuaded the judge to let 

Bryan testify as an “expert on the Bible.” Darrow knew that Bryan’s testimony would have 

no bearing on the question of Scopes’s innocence or guilt. The jury was not even allowed 

to hear it. His aim was to expose Bryan as a fool for believing that the Bible was a source 

of literal truth and thus to embarrass the fundamentalists. In a riveting confrontation, Darrow made Bryan’s defense of the Bible look problematic and led Bryan to admit that the 

“truth” of the Bible was not always easy to determine. But Darrow could not shake Bryan’s 

belief that the Bible was God’s word and thus the source of all truth. 

In his account of the trial, Mencken portrayed Bryan as a pathetic figure devastated by 

his humiliating experience on the witness stand, a view popularized in the 1960 movie 

Inherit the Wind.When Bryan died only a week after the trial ended, Mencken claimed that 

the trial had broken Bryan’s heart. Bryan deserved a better epitaph than the one Mencken 

had given him. Diabetes caused his death, not a broken heart. Nor was Bryan the innocent 

fool that Mencken made him out to be. He remembered when social conservatives had 

used Darwin’s phrase “survival of the fittest” to prove that the wealthy and politically powerful were racially superior to the poor and powerless. His rejection of Darwinism evidenced his democratic faith that all human beings were creatures of God and thus capable of striving for perfection and equality. 

The public ridicule attendant on the Scopes trial took its toll on fundamentalists. Many 

of them retreated from politics and refocused their attention on purging sin from their own 

hearts rather than from the hearts of others. In the end, the fundamentalists prevailed on 

three more states to prohibit the teaching of evolution, but the controversy had even more 

far-reaching effects. Worried about losing sales, publishers quietly removed references to 

Darwin from their science textbooks, a policy that would remain in force until the 1960s. 

In this respect, the fundamentalists had scored a significant victory. 

Ethnic and Racial Communities 

Focus Question 

How were the experiences of ethnic and racial groups in 1920s America similar and 

how were they different? 

The 1920s were a decade of change for ethnic and racial minorities. Government policy 

simultaneously discouraged the continued immigration of “new immigrants” from Southern 

and Eastern Europe and encouraged the migration of African Americans from the South to 

the North and of Mexicans across the Rio Grande and into the American Southwest. Some 

minorities benefited from the prosperity of the decade; others created and sustained 

vibrant subcultures. All, however, experienced a surge in religious and racial discrimination that made them uneasy in Jazz Age America. 

European American Ethnics 

European American ethnics—and especially the Southern and Eastern European majority 

among them—were concentrated in the cities of the Northeast and Midwest. Many were 

semiskilled and unskilled industrial laborers who suffered economic insecurity. In addition, they faced cultural discrimination. Catholics and Jews were targets of the Klan and 

its politics of hate. Catholics generally opposed Prohibition, viewing it as a crude attempt 

by Protestants to control their behavior. Southern and Eastern Europeans, particularly 

Jews and Italians, resented immigration restriction and the implication that they were inferior to Anglo-Saxon whites. Many Italians were outraged by the execution of Nicola Sacco 

and Bartolomeo Vanzetti in 1927 (chapter 23). If the two men had been native-born white 

Protestants, Italians argued, their lives would have been spared. 

Southern and Eastern Europeans everywhere endured intensive Americanization campaigns. State after state passed laws requiring public schools to instruct children in the 

essentials of citizenship. Several states, including Rhode Island, extended these laws to private schools as well, convinced that the children of immigrants who were attending 

Catholic parochial schools were spending too much time learning about their native religion, language, and country. An Oregon law tried to eliminate Catholic schools altogether 

by ordering all children aged 8 to 16 to enroll in public schools. But attending a public 

school was no guarantee of acceptance, either—a lesson learned by Jewish children who 

had excelled in their studies only to be barred from Harvard, Columbia, and other elite 

universities. 

Southern and Eastern Europeans responded to these insults and attacks by strengthening the very institutions and customs Americanizers sought to undermine. Ethnic associations flourished in the 1920s—Catholic churches and Jewish synagogues, fraternal and 

mutual benefit societies, banks and charitable organizations, athletic leagues and youth 

groups. Children learned their native languages and customs at home and at church if not 

at school, and they joined with their parents to celebrate their ethnic heritage. Among Italians and French Canadians, saints’ days were occasions for parades, speeches, band concerts, games, and feasts, all serving to solidify ethnic bonds and affirm ethnic identity. 

Many of these immigrants and their children, however, also embraced the new consumer culture. They flocked to movies and amusement parks, to baseball games and boxing matches. Children usually entered more enthusiastically into the world of American 

mass culture than did their immigrant parents, a behavior that often set off family conflicts. 

The famed New York Yankee, Lou Gehrig, had to fight to convince his German-born mother 

that playing baseball was honorable work. But many ethnics found it possible to reconcile 

their own culture with American culture. Youngsters who went to the movies did so with 

friends from within their community. Ethnics also played baseball in leagues organized 

around churches or ethnic associations. In these early days of radio, ethnics living in large 

cities could always find programs in their native language and music from their native lands. 

European American ethnics also resolved to develop sufficient political muscle to defeat 

the forces of nativism and to turn government policy in a more favorable direction. One 

sign of this determination was a sharp rise in the number of immigrants who became U.S. 

citizens. The percentage of immigrant Poles, Slavs, Italians, Lithuanians, and Hungarians 

who became naturalized citizens nearly doubled during the decade; the percentage of naturalized Greeks almost tripled. Armed with the vote, ethnics turned out on election day to 

defeat unsympathetic city councilmen, mayors, state representatives, and even an occasional governor. Their growing national strength first became apparent at the Democratic 

national convention of 1924, when urban-ethnic delegates almost won approval of planks 

calling for the repeal of Prohibition and condemnation of the Klan. After denying the presidential nomination to William G. McAdoo—Woodrow Wilson’s treasury secretary, sonin-law, and heir apparent—they nearly secured it for their candidate, Alfred E. Smith,the 

Irish American governor of New York. McAdoo represented the rural and southern constituencies of the Democratic Party. His forces ended up battling Smith’s urban-ethnic 

forces for 103 ballots, until both men gave up and supporters from each camp switched 

their votes to a compromise candidate, the corporate lawyer John W. Davis. 

The nomination fight damaged the Democratic Party in the short term, and popular 

Calvin Coolidge easily defeated the little-known Davis. This split between the party’s rural 

Protestant and urban-ethnic constituencies would keep the Democrats from the White 

House for nearly a decade, but the convention upheaval of 1924 also marked an important milestone in the bid by European American ethnics for political power. They would 

achieve a second milestone at the Democratic national convention of 1928 when, after 

another bitter nomination struggle, they secured the presidential nomination for Al Smith. 

Never before had a major political party nominated a Catholic for president. Herbert 

Hoover crushed Smith in the general election, as nativists stirred up anti-Catholic prejudice yet again and as large numbers of southern Democrats either stayed home or voted 

Republican. Even so, the campaign offered encouraging signs, none more so than Smith’s 

beating Hoover in the nation’s 12 largest cities. European American ethnics would yet have 

their day. 

African Americans 

Despite the urban race riots of 1919 (see chapter 23), African Americans continued to 

leave their rural homes for the industrial centers of the South and the North. In the 1920s 

alone, nearly a million blacks traveled North. In New York City and Chicago, their numbers grew so large—300,000 in New York and 234,000 in Chicago—that they formed 

cities unto themselves. When word of New York City’s urban black enclave reached the 

Caribbean, thousands of West Indian blacks set off for Harlem. Within these black 

metropolises emerged complex societies consisting of workers, businessmen, professionals, 

intellectuals, artists, and entertainers. Social differentiation intensified as various groups— 

long-resident northerners and newly arrived southerners, religious conservatives and cultural radicals, African Americans and African Caribbeans—found reason to disapprove of 

one another’s ways. Still, the diversity and complexity of urban black America were 

thrilling, nowhere more so than in Harlem, the “Negro capital.” Black writer James Weldon 

Johnson described Harlem in the 1920s: 

Throughout colored America Harlem is the recognized Negro capital. Indeed, it is Mecca 

for the sightseer, the pleasure-seeker, the curious, the adventurous, the enterprising, the 

ambitious, and the talented of the entire Negro world. . . . Not merely a colony or a community or a settlement—not at all a “quarter” or a slum or a fringe—[Harlem is] . . . a black 

city, located in the heart of white Manhattan, and containing more Negroes to the square 

mile than any other spot on earth. It strikes the uninformed observer as a phenomenon, a 

miracle straight out of the skies. 

Not even the glamour of Harlem could erase the reality of racial discrimination, however. Most African Americans could find work only in New York City’s least-desired and 

lowest-paying jobs. Because they could rent apartments only in areas that real estate agents 

and banks had designated as “colored,” African Americans suffered the highest rate of residential segregation of any minority group. Although Harlem had its fashionable districts 

where affluent blacks lived, much of the area’s housing stock was poor and rents were 

high. Harlem became a black ghetto, an area set apart from the rest of the city by the skin 

color of its inhabitants, by its higher population density and poverty rate, by its higher 

incidence of infectious diseases, and by the lower life expectancy of its people. 

Blacks did enjoy some important economic breakthroughs in the 1920s. Henry Ford, 

for example, hired large numbers of African Americans to work in his Detroit auto factories. Even here, however, a racist logic was operating, for Ford believed that black and 

white workers, divided along racial lines, would not challenge his authority. Until the 

1940s, in fact, unions made less headway at Ford plants than at the plants of other major 

automobile manufacturers. 

Racial divisions carried over from work to play. African Americans loved baseball as 

much as white Americans did, and Babe Ruth enjoyed a large black following, but black 

baseball players were barred from playing in the lily-white major leagues. In response, they 

formed their own Negro Leagues in the United States and also played professional ball in 

Mexico and the Caribbean, where they earned extra income and escaped some of the prejudice that met them everywhere in the United States. Cuba, Puerto Rico, Mexico, and other 

countries in which African Americans played did not organize baseball along racial lines. 

The greatest black baseball player was probably Josh Gibson, who joined the Homestead Grays of the National Negro League in 1929 at the age of 18. In his 17-year career, 

he compiled statistics that surpassed those of any professional ballplayer of his era, white 

or black, including those of the legendary Babe Ruth. Gibson slugged 962 career home 

runs, hit 84 home runs in a single season, and compiled a .373 lifetime batting average. 

Because he died in 1947, at the age of 35, just months before the integration of major 

league baseball, Gibson never got the opportunity to test his skills against the best white 

ballplayers, and they never got a chance to play against him. 

African Americans grew pessimistic about achieving racial equality. After Marcus Garvey’s black nationalist movement collapsed in the mid-1920s (see chapter 23), no comparable organization arose to take its place. The NAACP continued to fight racial discrimination, and the Urban League carried on quiet negotiations with industrial elites to secure 

jobs for African Americans. Black socialists led by A. Philip Randolph built a strong allblack union, the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters, but the victories were small and 

white allies were scarce. The political initiatives emerging among European American ethnics had few counterparts in the African American community. 

In terms of black culture, however, the 1920s were vigorous and productive. Black 

musicians coming north to Chicago and New York brought with them their distinctive 

musical styles, most notably the blues and ragtime. Influenced by the harmonies and techniques of European classical music, which black musicians learned from their European 

American ethnic counterparts, these southern styles metamorphosed into jazz. Urban 

audiences, first black and then white, found this new music alluring. They responded to 

its melodies, its sensuality, its creativity, its savvy. In Chicago, Detroit, New York, New 

Orleans, and elsewhere, jazz musicians came together in cramped apartments, cabarets, 

and nightclubs to jam, compete, and entertain. Willie Smith, Charles P. Johnson, Count 

Basie, Fats Waller, Duke Ellington, and Louis Armstrong were among the most famous 

musicians of the day. By the late 1920s, they were being hailed in Europe as well. 

Jazz seemed to express something quintessentially modern. Jazz musicians broke free 

of convention, improvised, and produced new sounds that created new sensations. Both 

blacks and whites found in jazz an escape from the routine, the predictability, and the conventions of their everyday lives. 

The Harlem Renaissance 

Paralleling the emergence of jazz was a black literary and artistic awakening known as the 

Harlem Renaissance. Black novelists, poets, painters, sculptors, and playwrights set 

about creating works rooted in their own culture instead of imitating the styles of white 

Europeans and Americans. The movement had begun during the war, when blacks sensed 

that they might at last be advancing to full equality. It was symbolized by the image of the 

“New Negro,” a black man or woman who would no longer be deferential to whites but 

who would display his or her independence through talent and determination. The “New 

Negro” would be assertive in every field—at work, in politics, in the military, and in arts 

and letters. As racial discrimination intensified after the war, cultural activities took on 

special significance. The world of culture was one place where blacks could express their 

racial pride and demonstrate their talent. 

Langston Hughes, a young black poet, said of the Harlem Renaissance: “We younger 

Negro artists who create now intend to express our individual dark-skinned selves without fear or shame. If white people are pleased, we are glad. If they are not, it doesn’t matter. We know we are beautiful. And ugly, too.” Writers Claude McKay, Jean Toomer, and 

Zora Neale Hurston; poet Countee Cullen; and painter Aaron Douglas were other prominent Renaissance participants. In 1925,Survey Graphic, a white liberal magazine, devoted 

an entire issue to “Harlem—the Mecca of the New Negro.” Alain Locke, an art and literary critic and professor of philosophy at Howard University in Washington, D.C., edited 

both the issue and the book The New Negro, published later that year. Locke became the 

movement’s leading visionary and philosopher. 

But even these cultural advances failed to escape white prejudice. The most popular 

jazz nightclubs in Harlem, most of which were owned and operated by whites, often 

refused to admit black customers. The only African Americans permitted inside were the 

jazz musicians, singers and dancers, prostitutes, and kitchen help. Moreover, the musicians often had to perform what the white patrons wanted to hear. Duke Ellington, for 

example, was called on to play “jungle music,” which for whites revealed the “true” African 

soul—sensual, innocent, primitive. Such pressures curtailed the artistic freedom of black 

musicians and reinforced racist stereotypes of African Americans as inferior people who 

were closer to nature than the “more civilized” white audiences who came to hear their 

music. 

Black artists and writers experienced similar pressures. Many of them depended for 

their sustenance on the support of wealthy white patrons. Those patrons were generous, 

but they wanted a return on their investment. Charlotte Mason, the New York City matron 

who supported Hughes and Hurston, for example, expected them to entertain her friends 

by demonstrating “authentic Negritude” in their work. Hurston accepted this role, but for 

Hughes it became intolerable. Both Hughes and Hurston paid a price for their patron’s 

support, including the collapse of their once-close friendship with each other. 

Mexican Americans 

After the Johnson-Reed Act of 1924, Mexicans became the country’s chief source of immigrant labor. A total of 500,000 Mexicans came to the United States in the 1920s. Some 

headed for the steel, auto, and meatpacking plants of the Midwest, but most settled in the 

Southwest, where they worked on the railroads and in construction, agriculture, and manufacturing. In Texas, three of every four construction workers and eight of every ten 

migrant farm workers were Mexicans. An official of the San Antonio Chamber of Commerce 

declared: “Mexican farm labor is rapidly proving the making of this State.”In California, 

Mexican immigrants made up 75 percent of the state’s agricultural workforce. 

Mexican farm laborers in Texas worked long hours for little money. As a rule, they 

earned 50 cents to a dollar less per day than Anglo workers. They were usually barred from 

becoming machine operators or assuming other skilled positions. Forced to follow the 

crops, they had little opportunity to develop settled homes and communities. Mexican 

farm workers depended for shelter on whatever facilities farm owners offered. Because 

farm owners rarely required the services of Mexican workers for more than several days or 

weeks, few were willing to spend the money required to provide decent homes and 

schools. Houses typically lacked even wooden floors or indoor plumbing. Mexican laborers found it difficult to protest these conditions because their knowledge of English was 

limited. Few owned cars or trucks that would have allowed them to escape a bad employer 

and search for a good one. Many were in debt to employers who had advanced them 

money and who threatened them with jail if they failed to fulfill the terms of their contract. 

Others feared deportation; they lacked visas, having slipped into the United States illegally 

rather than pay the immigrant tax or endure harassment from the Border Patrol. 

Increasing numbers of Mexican immigrants, however, found their way to California, 

where, on the whole, wages exceeded those in Texas. Some escaped agricultural labor altogether for construction and manufacturing jobs. Many Mexican men in Los Angeles, for 

example, worked in the city’s large railroad yards, at the city’s numerous construction 

sites, and as unskilled workers in local factories. Mexican women labored in the city’s garment shops, fish canneries, and food processing plants. By 1930, Los Angeles had become 

the largest area of settlement for Mexicans in the United States. 

The Los Angeles Mexican American community increased in complexity as it grew in 

size. By the mid-1920s, it included a growing professional class, a proud group of californios (Spanish-speakers who had been resident in California for generations), many 

musicians and entertainers, a small but energetic band of entrepreneurs and businessmen, 

conservative clerics and intellectuals who had fled or been expelled from revolutionary 

Mexico, and Mexican government officials who had been sent to counter the influence of 

the conservative exiles and to strengthen the ties of the immigrants to their homeland. This 

diverse mix created much internal conflict, but it also generated considerable cultural 

vitality. Los Angeles became the same kind of magnet for Mexican Americans that Harlem 

had become for African Americans. 

Mexican musicians flocked to Los Angeles, as did Mexican playwrights. The city supported a vigorous Spanish-language theater. Mexican musicians performed on street corners, at ethnic festivals and weddings, at cabarets, and on the radio. Especially popular were 

folk ballads, called corridos,that spoke to the experiences of Mexican immigrants. Although 

different in form and melody from the African American blues,corridos resembled the blues 

in their emphasis on the suffering, hope, and frustrations of ordinary people. 
This flowering of Mexican American culture in Los Angeles could not erase the low 

wages, high rates of infant mortality, racial discrimination, and other hardships Mexicans 

faced; nor did it encourage Mexicans, in Los Angeles or elsewhere, to mobilize themselves 

as a political force. Unlike European immigrants, Mexican immigrants showed little interest in becoming American citizens and acquiring the vote. Yet the cultural vibrancy of the 

Mexican immigrant community did sustain many individuals who were struggling to survive in a strange, and often hostile, environment. 

The “Lost Generation”and Disillusioned Intellectuals 

Focus Question 

To whom did the phrase “Lost Generation” refer and what caused these individuals 

to become disillusioned? 

Many native-born white artists and intellectuals also felt uneasy in America in the 1920s. 

Their unease arose not from poverty or discrimination but from alienation. They despaired 

of American culture and regarded the average American as anti-intellectual, small-minded, 

materialistic, and puritanical. The novelist Sinclair Lewis, for example, ridiculed smalltown Americans in Main Street (1920), “sophisticated” city dwellers in Babbitt (1922), 

physicians inArrowsmith(1925), and evangelicals in Elmer Gantry (1927). 

Before the First World War, intellectuals and artists had been deeply engaged with “the 

people.” Although they were critical of many aspects of American society, they believed 

they could help bring about a new politics and improve social conditions. Some of them 

joined the war effort on the side of the Allies before the United States had officially intervened. Ernest Hemingway, John Dos Passos, and e. e. cummings, among others, sailed to 

Europe and volunteered their services, usually as ambulance drivers carrying wounded 

Allied soldiers from the front. 

America’s intellectuals were shaken by the war’s effect on American society. The wartime 

push for consensus created intolerance of radicals, immigrants, and blacks. Intellectuals had 

been further dismayed by Prohibition, the rebirth of the Ku Klux Klan, the rise of fundamentalism, and the execution of Sacco and Vanzetti. Not only had many Americans 

embraced conformity for themselves, but they seemed determined to force conformity on 

others. The young critic Harold Stearns wrote in 1921 that “the most moving and pathetic 

fact in the social life of America today is emotional and aesthetic starvation.” Before these 

words were published, Stearns had sailed for France. So many alienated young men like 

Stearns showed up in Paris that Gertrude Stein, an American writer whose Paris apartment 

became a gathering place for them, took to calling them the “Lost Generation.” 

Their indictment of America was often too harsh. Most of these writers possessed little 

knowledge of how most Americans lived. Few expressed sympathy for the plight of farmers or the working-class poor. Few knew much about the rich cultural heritage of immigrant communities. Still, they managed to convert their disillusionment into a rich literary 

sensibility. The finest works of the decade focused on the psychological toll of living in 

what the poet T. S. Eliot referred to as The Waste Land (1922). 

F. Scott Fitzgerald’s novel The Great Gatsby (1925) told of a man destroyed by his desire 

to be accepted into a world of wealth, fancy cars, and fast women. In the novel A Farewell 

to Arms (1929), Ernest Hemingway wrote of an American soldier overwhelmed by the 

senselessness and brutality of war who deserts the army for the company of a woman he 

loves. Playwright Eugene O’Neill created characters haunted by despair, loneliness, and 

unfulfilled longing. Writers created innovations in style as well as in content. Sherwood 

Anderson, in his novel Winesburg, Ohio (1919), blended fiction and autobiography. John 

Dos Passos, in Manhattan Transfer (1925), mixed journalism with more traditional literary 

methods. Hemingway wrote in an understated, laconic prose that somehow drew attention to his characters’ rage and vulnerability. 

White Southern writers found a tragic sensibility surviving from the South’s defeat in the 

Civil War that spoke to their own loss of hope. One group of such writers, calling themselves the Agrarians, argued that the enduring agricultural character of their region offered 

a more hopeful path to the future than did the mass-production and mass-consumption 

regime that had overtaken the North. In 1929, William Faulkner published The Sound and 

the Fury, the first in a series of novels set in northern Mississippi’s fictional Yoknapatawpha County. Faulkner explored the violence and terror that marked relationships among 

family members and townspeople, while maintaining compassion and understanding. 

Faulkner, Lewis, Hemingway, O’Neill, and Eliot would each receive the Nobel Prize for 

Literature. 

Democracy on the Defensive 

Disdain for the masses led many intellectuals to question democracy. If ordinary people 

were as stupid, prejudiced, and easily manipulated as they seemed, how could they be 

entrusted with the fate of the nation? Although few intellectuals were as frank as Mencken, 

who dismissed democracy as “the worship of jackals by jackasses,” their distrust of democracy ran deep. Walter Lippmann, a former radical and progressive, declared that modern 

society had rendered democracy obsolete. In his view, average citizens, buffeted by propaganda emanating from powerful opinion makers, could no longer make the kind of 

informed, rational judgments needed to make democracy work. They were vulnerable to 

demagogues who played on their emotions and fears. Lippmann’s solution, and that of 

many other political commentators, was to shift government power from the people to 

educated elites. Those elites, who would be appointed rather than elected, would conduct 

foreign and domestic policy in an informed, intelligent way. Only then, in Lippmann’s 

view, could government be effective and just. 

Mencken and Lippmann enjoyed especially strong influence and prestige among university 

students, whose ranks and political significance were growing. But their antidemocratic views 

did not go uncontested. The philosopher John Dewey, who taught at ColumbiaUniversity 

but whose reputation and influence extended well beyond academia, was the most articulate spokesman for the “pro-democracy” position. He acknowledged that the concentration of power in giant organizations had eroded the authority of Congress, the presidency, 

and other democratic institutions, but democracy, he insisted, was not doomed. The people could reclaim their freedom by making big business subject to government control. 

Government could use its power to democratize corporations and to regulate the communications industry to ensure that every citizen had access to the facts needed to make reasonable, informed political decisions. 

Dewey’s views attracted the support of a wide range of liberal intellectuals and reformers, 

including Robert and Helen Lynd; Rexford Tugwell, professor of economics at Columbia; 

and Felix Frankfurter, a rising star at Harvard’s law school. Some of these activists had ties 

to labor leaders and to New York Governor Franklin D. Roosevelt. They formed the vanguard of a new liberal movement committed to taking up the work the progressives had 

left unfinished. 

But these reformers were utterly without power, except in a few states. The Republican 

Party had driven reformers from its ranks. The Democratic Party was a fallen giant, crippled by a split between its principal constituencies—rural Protestants and urban ethnics— 

over Prohibition, immigration restriction, and the Ku Klux Klan. The labor movement was 

moribund. The Socialist Party had never recovered from the trauma of war and Bolshevism. La Follette’s Farmer-Labor Party had stalled after a promising debut. John Dewey 

and his friends tried to launch yet another third party, but they failed to raise money or 

arouse mass support. 

Reformers took little comfort in the presidential election of 1928. Hoover’s smashing 

victory suggested that the trends of the 1920s—the dominance of the Republicans, the 

centrality of Prohibition to political debate, the paralysis of the Democrats, the growing 

economic might of capitalism, and the pervasive influence of the consumer culture— 

would continue unabated. 

Conclusion 

Signs abounded in the 1920s that Americans were creating a new and bountiful society. 

The increased accessibility of cars, radios, vacuum cleaners, and other consumer durables; 

rising real wages, low unemployment, and installment buying; the widening circle of stock 

owners; the spread of welfare capitalism—all these pointed to an economy that had 

become more prosperous, more consumer-oriented, even somewhat more egalitarian. 

Moves to greater equality within marriage and to enhanced liberty for single women suggested that economic change was propelling social change as well. 

Even so, many working-class and rural Americans benefited little from the decade’s 

prosperity. Moreover, the decade’s social changes aroused resistance, especially from white 

farmers and small-town Americans, who feared that the rapid growth of cities and the large 

urban settlements of European and Mexican Catholics, Jews, and African Americans were 

rendering their white Protestant America unrecognizable. 

In the Democratic Party, farmers, small-town Americans, and moral traditionalists 

fought bitterly against the growing power of urban, ethnic constituencies. Elsewhere, the 

traditionalists battled hard to protect religion’s authority against the inroads of science and 

to purge the nation of “inferior” population streams. In the process they arrayed themselves against American traditions of liberty and equality, even as they posed as the defenders of the best that America had to offer. 

Their resistance to change caused many of the nation’s most talented artists and writers to turn away from their fellow Americans in disgust. Meanwhile, although ethnic and 

racial minorities experienced high levels of discrimination, they nevertheless found 

enough freedom to create vibrant ethnic and racial communities and to launch projects— 

as in the case of African Americans in Harlem and Mexican Americans in Los Angeles—of 

cultural renaissance. 

The Republican Party, having largely shed its reputation for reform, took credit for 

engineering the new economy of consumer plenty. It looked forward to years of political 

dominance. A steep and unexpected economic depression, however, would soon dash that 

expectation, revive the Democratic Party, and destroy Republican political power for a 

generation. 

