CHAPTER 22: A NEW ERA, 1920-1930

Overview
[bookmark: _GoBack]After World War I, Americans enjoyed a new era of prosperity that also caused rapid social changes and provoked resistance from those who feared the new empowerment of immigrants, people of color, and women. Novel communication forms and the movie industry fostered a new national popular culture. Republican presidents of the decade reversed progressive reforms and created a business-friendly antiunion environment. American foreign policy focused mainly on the promotion of international trade and remained timid when it came to fostering political alliances and friendships. This modern age of prosperity came crashing down quickly with the stock market crash of 1929. Worse than that, the economy slid further into the Great Depression in the years that followed.

Common Threads
· The decades’s new technologies and goods altered not only consumption, but culture as well.
· Challenged by the changing social relations of a modern society, a growing number of Anglo-Americans resorted to nativism and white supremacist ideology.
· Rapid scientific advances and technological changes were often met with resistance and religious fundamentalism.
· Governments of the 1920s stepped back from the civic principles of the progressive era, and into a close partnership with corporate business interests.
· Disillusioned with international diplomacy but dependent on global capitalism, the United States practiced political isolationism but economic global expansion.
· Short-term failures combined with deeper structural causes to bring the roaring twenties to a devastating crash in the Great Depression.
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Annotated Chapter Outline
Introduction: 
The illustrous career of silent movie actor Rudolph Valentino, a prewar immigrant to New York from Italy, in many ways reflected the modern age and its changing gender roles in the 1920s. Not just movies, but the radio as well helped forge a new national culture that was nonetheless also marked by cultural conflict.
A New Economy for a New Era
In the years after World War I, new technologies increased American engagement with the world, especially when it came to business. At the same time most Americans wanted to isolate themselves politically from international affairs. The American and world economy thrived even though the gap between rich and poor expanded - a social problem of significant consequences for the 1930s that was easily masked by a new age of consumer goods.
· Radio quickly became one of the most popular forms of communication 1920s. What had begun as a hobby for the few became a national obsession and a $60 million a year business. Radio’s nationally syndicated shows and its role in growing an audience for popular music resulted in the formation of a national popular culture.
· Similarly, cars in the 1920s shaped both the big corporations and the economy, as well as patterns of consumption and culture. American importation of South American rubber grew out of the automobile industry, as did the growth of suburban communities, leisure travel, and buying on consumer credit.
· During this time, American businesses perfected the methods of advertising in increasingly sophisticated campaigns that promised Americans status, class, and satisfaction.
Ethnic and Racial Divides
Immigrants and African-Americans participated in some of the decade's new prosperity, but they faced increasingly hostile nativism.  Rejection of nonwhites was one symptom of the modern age.
· Deeply rooted nativism and new fears of labor radicalism propelled new efforts to restrict immigration, which succeeded with the ban on all immigration from Asia and the introduction of quotas for Europeans under the National Origins Act of 1924.
· Anti-immigrant sentiment and deeply rooted racial thinking also became apparent in the controversial and internationally criticized execution of two Italian immigrant bank robbers, Nicola Sacco and Bartolomeo Vanzetti.
· At the behest of Southwestern agro-businesses, only Mexican migrants were exempt from the immigration quotas of 1924.
· Anxiety about the new modern social relations in the United States prompted a nationwide revival of the Ku Klux Klan, which expanded its terror campaign to an anti-immigrant, anti-catholic, anti-Jewish , anti-union, and prohibitionist message of social conservatism.
· Meanwhile, African-Americans who had escaped the Jim Crow South defied the atmosphere of repression in their own urban African-American culture, often summarized as the Harlem Renaissance, which ranged from poetry to Jazz.
· Disillusioned by the white backlash against African Americans after World War I, Pan-Africanists like Marcus Garvey advocated black nationalism and racial pride, a message that appealed to millions in the African diaspora worldwide, even though Garvey himself employed questionable business and political tactics.
A National Culture
Thanks in part to movies and the radio, the nation's new national culture portrayed an image of prosperity, sexual liberation, and the world of leisure. This image that created strong opposition amongst traditionalists, even though most Americans lived lives far different than that seen in movies or suggestive advertisements.
· By the end of the 1920s, movies had become the fifth largest industry in the country, entertaining Americans with “talkies” after 1927, and also with the growing celebrity cult surrounding Hollywood.
· Athletes acquired similar fame, but no one as much as Charles Lindbergh, whose flight from New York to Paris symbolized to many Americans that individual accomplishment still counted in the modern age of the masses.
· Some of the greatest literary minds of the time rejected this popular culture as inauthentic and sought more meaningful experiences in self-chosen exile, often in Paris. Yet the loudest voice of social criticism came from Baltimore where H.L. Mencken provided a commentary on the decade that shaped Americans’ views of the 20s for decades to come.
· The new culture of the 20s also allowed women to explore new social roles and practice an independent consumer lifestyle, often described as “flapper.” Even though most American women did not live the life of the stereotypical flapper, women's new empowerment through wage work and their insistence on making their own decisions in dating and marriage disturbed many men.
· The conflict between modernists and traditionalists also erupted in Christian churches, where Bible-based fundamentalism saw a powerful comeback.
· Disagreements over the policy of prohibition of alcohol become another source of cultural conflict in the 1920s. The 18th amendment put many saloons out of business but also promoted the rise of organized crime, stimulated the growing sex and liquor tourism to Cuba, and divided the nation.
Global Passages: Aimee Semple McPherson
Fundamentalists such as Aimee Semple McPherson achieved enormous success, often by relying on modern technologies and methods familiar to the Hollywood movie industry. Her appeal with Angelenos resulted from their yearning for a stable moral center in rapidly changing times.
Post World War I Politics and Foreign Policy
While Americans enjoyed new forms of cultural expression in the 1920s, they favored passivity in politics. In three consecutive elections they chose Republican presidents who promised the reversal of progressive reforms and a pro-business government with few interests abroad other than the promotion of international trade.
· The administration of Wilson's successor Warren G Harding was dominated by millionaires and the president's good friends from Ohio, a combination that fostered a culture of thievery and corruption that ultimately culminated in the Teapot Dome scandal.
· The administration of Harding's successor Calvin Coolidge was dominated by multimillionaire Treasury Secretary Andrew Mellon and commerce Secretary Herbert Hoover. Mellon pioneered what would later became known as trickle-down economics. Hoover moved beyond the Republican tradition of laissez-faire economics towards a proactive government aiding businesses in forming trade associations, standardizing industries, and sharing information.
· Democrats struggled to put up a convincing candidate that united the Democratic Party against the Republican government presiding over economic growth.
· Although not a member of the League of Nations, the United States took some steps to prevent future navy arms races and the descent of diplomacy into war with the Kellogg Briand Pact.
· American bankers took the leadership in reorganizing European finances after the breakdown of the German economy in 1923 with the Dawes plan.
· The Republican administrations of the 1920s remained cautious with their military interventions in Central America, but kept Marines in Haiti despite popular protests and a counterinsurgency. They only gradually removed troops from Nicaragua, which the US had occupied in 1910.
· With Mexico, the United States maintained an uneasy truce that hinged on the negotiation between the Mexican government and the American mining and petroleum companies whose property the Mexican government had confiscated.
The Crash
On the day of Hoover's inauguration, the world and the American economy seemed on a persistent path to prosperity. At the end of the year, these hopes were dashed - not only by an imploded stock market, but by prosperity that turned out to be built on sand.
· Over the course of the 1920s, a growing number of middle-class Americans invested in the stock market, encouraged by brokers offering stocks on margin in the minimally regulated securities industry.
· The burst of the stock bubble in 1929, which had a precursor in the implosion of the real estate bubble in Florida in 1926, created broader damages in the banking sector and revealed deep structural weaknesses in the 1920s economy.
· The congressional effort to bolster domestic manufacturers with a high tariff only further accelerated global economic decline.
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Review Questions
1. How did radio and automobiles change the lives of Americans?
2. What triggered the rising nativism of the twenties?
3. Why did African American culture experience a Renaissance in the twenties?
4. What prompted the emergence of a national culture in the twenties?
5. Why did the global economy crash in 1929?

Lecture and Discussion Topics
1. Assess the new role of advertising in American life in the twenties.
2. Discuss the resurgence of the Klan and identify the differences with the KKK of the Reconstruction period.
3. Explain the features of the new national culture and discuss the dissent in American literary culture.
4. Assess the successes and failures of prohibition during the 1920s.
5. Discuss the role of government in the national and international economy during the 1920s.
6. Explore the different ways in which Americans and their government coped with the Great Depression.

Consider the following titles from Oxford University Press as possible supplements for this chapter.

Fass, Paula S., The Damned and the Beautiful: American Youth in the 1920s. 1979. This social history examines all facets of the "flaming youth" of the period, and offers careful analysis of the people and period. Fass also provides an approach for the study of youth of later decades, the sixties particularly.

Blower, Brooke L. Becoming Americans in Paris: Transatlantic Politics and Culture between the World Wars. 2011. Blower reveals that Paris served as an important crossroads, a place where Americans reimagined their position in the world and grappled with what it meant to be American in the new century.

Burns, Jennifer, Goddess of the Market: Ayn Rand and the American Right. 2011. Jennifer Burns offers a groundbreaking reassessment of this key cultural figure, examining her life, her ideas, and her impact on conservative political thought. 

Chapman, Erin D. Prove It On Me: New Negroes, Sex, and Popular Culture in the 1920s. 2012.  This study explores the often overlooked dilemma facing black women as they struggled against primitivism, patriarchal aspirations, and consumer culture at the beginning of the twentieth century. 

Grant, Colin, Negro with a Hat: The Rise and Fall of Marcus Garvey. 2010. Grant introduces UNIA leader Garvey as a one of the founders of black nationalism and a man of contradictions: a self-educated, poetry-writing aesthete and unabashed propagandist, an admirer of Lenin, and a dandy given to elaborate public displays.

