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AMERICAN COMMUNITIES: THE MOVIE AUDIENCE AND HOLLYWOOD: MASS CULTURE CREATES A NEW NATIONAL COMMUNITY  In the 1920s, the movies were America’s most popular form of the new mass culture. A huge, national audience regularly attended movies in grand, majestic theaters. The production center for this dream world was Hollywood, California. A frontier boom town, dominated by the movie stars who lived opulent lives, Hollywood symbolized Americans’ dreams of freedom, material success, and the chance to remake one’s very identity. The vignette shows how the movies helped forge a national community whose collective goals were based on these symbols.

POSTWAR PROSPERITY AND ITS PRICE The economy underwent a transformation during the 1920s.

A second industrial revolution took hold. Driven by electricity and automated machinery, industry concentrated on producing consumer goods. A building boom was driven by the growth of the suburbs.

A managerial revolution stressed scientific management and behavioral psychology. Successful corporations worked to integrate production and distribution, diversify products, and expand research as they attempted to gain control of entire industries. Increasingly, a class of salaried executives rather than stockholders made corporate policy.

To improve worker morale and reduce the challenge of unions, corporations employed “welfare capitalism” that provided a variety of benefits. To undercut unions, businesses promoted an “open shop” in which non-union workers received the same benefits as union workers. Union membership rapidly declined, and the courts adopted a pro-business stance.

The automobile symbolized the rise of the consumer economy. By 1925, the assembly line at Henry Ford’s Highland Park plant completed a car every 10 seconds. Ford paid his workers more than the going rate, reducing turnover and enabling them to be both producers and consumers of his Model T. The car cost $300(three month’s wages. The auto industry spurred production of steel, rubber, glass, and petroleum, and cars changed people’s social habits.

Cities grew rapidly. Cities attracted rural and small-town Americans, white and black, with the promise of opportunity and freedom; immigrants were drawn by the same factors, along with the presence of established ethnic communities. The growing market for gasoline and other petroleum products was crucial to Houston’s growth – and sprawl. Automobiles also facilitated suburban growth, which featured larger lot size and lower population density.

Despite the boom in business, many workers and farmers suffered. Agricultural profits steadily declined. Other sick industries included coal mining(which faced competition from oil and natural gas; railroads(which faced competition from cars and trucks; and New England textiles(which faced competition from low-wage southern producers.

THE NEW MASS CULTURE  Mass communications media reshaped American culture in the 1920s. New media helped redefine the ideal of “normal” and “the good life,” and promoted consumerism to a national audience.

Movie ticket sales soared. The industry had started in New York and other cities, but shifted westward. Big Hollywood studios dominated the business, and these studios were in turn controlled by immigrants. Each studio combined production, distribution, and exhibition. The Jazz Singer introduced sound in 1927.  Publicists whetted American appetites by creating an elegant image for movie stars. Many Americans worried about the impact of Hollywood mores on traditional sexual morality.

Radio developed from a small industry of interest only to the military, the telephone companies, and amateur “ham” operators, into the nation’s first comprehensive mass entertainment medium.  Large companies formed national networks that aired a variety of programs to homes across the country. Building on blackface minstrelsy, the Amos ‘n’ Andy Show was the first national radio hit show. Radio also helped to commercialize previously isolated forms of music.

Tabloid newspapers sold sex, scandal, and sports to millions or new working-class readers in New York and other cities. Walter Winchell pioneered the gossip column. Newspaper chains flourished.

Advertising agencies employed market research and psychology to stress consumer needs, desires, and anxieties rather than the qualities of the product. Some new products quickly became household names.

Phonographs and disc recording transformed popular music, both as an industry and as an experience. Dance crazes – fox trot, tango, and Charleston – stimulated record sales. When combined with radio, records allowed cross-fertilization between regional and ethnic musical forms.

Athletes became celebrities, as sports came under corporate control. “Babe” Ruth was the biggest star in the most popular sport, major league baseball. African Americans, excluded from the major league by segregationist policies, started black ballclubs. Thanks to media coverage, college teams could gain national followings. 

For some people the 1920s saw a new morality symbolized by the flapper, a young woman who danced to jazz, smoked cigarettes, drank bootleg liquor, and was sexually active. Enclaves of self-identified homosexuals gained visibility in some cities. A growing number of serious thinkers had encouraged a greater degree of openness about sexuality. Surveys of sexual behavior show that an increased number of women had sexual relations prior to marriage. The new morality was reflected in American popular culture.

RESISTANCE TO MODERNITY Profound cultural changes spark opposition and resentment, which in the twenties tended to be directed at city life.

Many looked to Prohibition as a way to restore public morality, but public demand for alcohol remained strong. This demand was met by illegal bootlegging, which provided such a great boost to organized crime that it became a permanent feature of American life.

Dating back to the late nineteenth century, the movement to restrict immigration of southern and eastern Europeans accelerated in the twenties. Backed by old-stock American beliefs in racial inferiority and fueled by wartime patriotism and postwar economic depression, nativist sentiment led to the passage of legislation that set quotas on annual immigration. 

The Ku Klux Klan was the most effective nativist organization. Although he portrayed the Klan as the defender of traditional values, Hiram W. Evans transformed it into a mass movement by using modern promotional techniques. It attacked not only blacks but also Catholics, Jews, and immigrants. It claimed over 3 million members and was a powerful force in Democratic party politics, especially in the South and in several western and midwestern states. In 1925, the Klan began to fade, in part due to a sex scandal that discredited one of its leaders.

Protestant fundamentalists took the Bible literally, and rejected modern science – especially Darwinian evolution. The so-called Scopes “monkey trial” drew international attention, but did not resolve the relationship between fundamentalist faith and science teaching in the schools.

THE STATE, THE ECONOMY, AND BUSINESS  Republicans dominated national politics, and instituted closer links between the federal government and business.

Warren G. Harding presided over the nation during the early 1920s. He surrounded himself with his Ohio cronies and ran an administration riddled with scandal. Led by Secretary of the Treasury Andrew Mellon, his administration pursued policies that trimmed the budget and reduced the taxes paid by the wealthy. Harding’s death in 1923 brought stern, but honest, Calvin Coolidge to office. Coolidge continued the business-government partnership of Harding’s term. He spent only four hours a day at work, but reduced federal spending and cut taxes.

Herbert Hoover was the most influential figure during the period, serving as secretary of commerce under Harding and Coolidge. He promoted business cooperation by creating trade associations. This facilitated the growing concentration of corporate wealth.

At the end of World War I, European governments owed billions to the United States. This, and the reparations demanded by the Versailles treaties, became the most divisive international issue, feeding anti-Americanism in Europe and isolationism in the U.S. The Dawes Plan reduced Germany’s war reparations. The United States participated selectively in League of Nations activities. 

The ultimate foreign policy goal, however, remained economic expansion. Business and government collaborated to expand United States investments and markets overseas, particularly in Latin America.

PROMISES POSTPONED Prosperity and progress were unevenly distributed. Women, Mexican Americans, and African Americans were among the groups troubled by societal trends.

Once suffrage was gained, women’s rights advocates faced a dilemma. Should they press for protective legislation or push for legal and civil equality? The National American Woman Suffrage Association reorganized itself as the League of Women Voters and promoted women’s involvement in politics and laws protecting women and children. A smaller, more militant group, the National Woman’s Party, opposed protective legislation and pushed for the Equal Rights Amendment. The debate centered on whether women would benefit more from eliminating legal restrictions or from maintaining special protections. Women continued to enter white-collar professions, though men still dominated the high-paid occupations. The Sheppard-Towner Act of 1921 offered federal funds for health care, which particularly benefited women. But Congress cut off funds in 1929 because of opposition, especially from doctors in the American Medical Association (AMA).

Restrictions on European immigration opened up opportunities to Mexicans, who were not covered by the laws. Job opportunities in agribusiness attracted Mexican immigrants and substantial, though segregated Mexican barrios grew up in several urban centers. Mexicans were frequently barred from high-paying jobs and were targets of racist campaigns. They established mutual aid societies to assist themselves and to fight for equality.

The 1920s was the era of the “New Negro” and the Harlem Renaissance. African Americans continued to migrate to northern urban communities. Harlem became a major African-American cultural center as a wide range of artists explored aspects of black life in new ways. New voices of black protest emerged. Marcus Garvey emphasized black pride, black-owned businesses, and unity among all people of African dissent. But for all its glitter, most Harlem residents worked long hours at menial jobs for low pay.

Many intellectuals felt alienated; this was the cohort nicknamed “the lost generation,” and some went to live abroad. Hemingway, Dos Passos, and Fitzgerald highlighted world-weariness and an attempt to find personal morality in their works. The Sacco and Vanzetti trial became a symbol of flaws in the judicial system. In the South, the “Fugitives” invoked tradition in their writings. 

The presidential election of 1928 was a race between urban, Catholic, anti-Prohibition Al Smith (the Democrat) and small-town, Protestant Herbert Hoover (the Republican). Smith’s Catholicism was widely attacked. Smith lost, but ran strongly in the cities, a harbinger of what lay ahead for the Democratic Party.

CONCLUSION The forces of modernity had transformed America, and especially its cities, but many Americans deeply distrusted these changes.

Lecture Suggestions

1.   
Build a lecture around the idea of the “New Era.” Leaders like Herbert Hoover envisioned an economy free from poverty, as a scientifically managed economy would eliminate want. Make the connection between Hoover’s policies and progressivism. Emphasize the continuity between the two eras. Note that the support that the “New Era” enjoyed was based upon continued economic growth(the second industrial revolution. But note also that while the government was promoting business growth, little was done to regulate business or to insure wide dispersal of the era’s benefits. This helped lay the groundwork for the Great Depression.

2.   

The material on cultural changes is neatly divided into two competing worldviews. Automobiles and the rapid growth of suburbs were part of an emerging consumer culture.  Likewise, the growth of advertising, new media, etc. were also indications of the changes that were going on and helping to produce a new morality. Traditional old-stock Protestants were tremendously upset by these changes and enacted immigration restrictions and prohibition, while supporting the KKK and fundamentalism.

Discussion Questions

1.   

Can you make a connection between the economic policies of the 1920s, and those of the progressive period?

2.   

How did the automobile transform American society? How would people respond to those changes?

3.   

The text refers to a “new mass culture.” What was it? How would people respond to it?

4.   

It is easy to condemn the Ku Klux Klan. But why were people joining it in such large numbers? Can you connect the KKK to other movements of the era?

5.   
The text describes the debate between feminists who wanted to promote women’s opportunities by passing protective legislation, and those favoring the equal rights amendment. Who do you think has the better argument?

Out of Class Activity

This could be a good place to connect history and literature. Students could examine the major writers of the period – Hemingway, Dos Passos, Fitzgerald, Stein, Eliot, Hughes and Hurston – and try to connect what they were saying to the trends in their society. Students could report to the class the extent to which the writers reflected the direction of social change and the extent to which they criticized their society.

If You’re Going to Read One Book on the Subject

Ellis Hawley, The Great War and the Search for a Modern Order (St. Martin’s, 2nd edition, 1992) does an excellent job of laying out the relationship between government and the economy during the 1920s. It lays the groundwork for the upcoming depression.

Audio-Visual Aids

 “The Great Air Race of 1924” from PBS “The American Experience” Recounts the attempt of four biplanes to circle the globe (Color, 60 minutes, 1990).

“From These Roots” Documents the artistic, social, and political renaissance of African-Americans during the 1920s. Focuses on Harlem (B & W, 29 minutes, 1974).
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