READING SUMMARY 
The Roaring Twenties: 1920–1929
 
The popular images of the twenties—late-night jazz sessions, sequined flappers doing the Charleston, and dapper young men drinking bathtub gin in smoky speakeasies—gave rise to its various nicknames, such as the “Roaring Twenties,” the “Jazz Age,” and the “Era of Excess.” Automobiles, airplanes, radio, movies, mass consumerism, advances for women, and new concepts of morality also pushed Americans into the modern era. 
 
On the other hand, many Americans opposed the headlong rush into modernity and struggled to reassert older, more conservative Protestant values. Republicans, for example, dominated domestic and foreign policy issues and underscored the new American isolationism by refusing to join the League of Nations. They also succeeded in passing stricter immigration laws, as well as the Eighteenth Amendment prohibiting the sale and consumption of alcohol. Membership in the Ku Klux Klan and fundamentalist Christian organizations also skyrocketed to combat immigration, the rise of black nationalism, and new scientific theories that challenged established religious beliefs. 

Political Conservatism and Prosperity
 Tired of war and the political squabbling that had characterized the final years of Woodrow Wilson’s presidency, Americans craved stable leadership and economic prosperity in the 1920s. Weary voters elected three probusiness conservative Republican presidents in the 1920s: Warren G. Harding, Calvin Coolidge, and Herbert Hoover. As a result, continuity—rather than change—characterized the political climate of the 1920s.
Warren G. Harding and Normalcy
Republican candidate Warren G. Harding promised voters a return to “normalcy” if elected president in 1920. Disillusioned by the upheaval of World War I, most Americans found Harding’s cautious and conservative politics compelling. His popular image as a small-town newspaper editor from the Midwest combined with his consistently neutral policies contributed to his overwhelming victory over Democratic opponent James Cox.
During his three years in office, Harding supported big business, relaxed government control over industry, and promoted high tariffs on imports.
Resistance to the League of Nations 
In order to restore stability both at home and abroad, Harding adopted several measures to reduce the country’s international commitments. He signed several peace treaties with Germany, Austria, and Hungary soon after taking office and proposed an arms-reduction plan for a new Europe. In doing so, Harding sidestepped the extremely controversial issue concerning American membership in the League of Nations that had plagued Woodrow Wilson. Harding’s plan allowed the United States to focus more fully on domestic matters while taking a backstage role in the reconstruction of Europe.
Scandal
President Harding gave many of the top cabinet positions and civil service jobs to his old chums from Ohio. Unfortunately for the president, the “Ohio Gang” quickly sullied Harding’s name by accepting bribes, defrauding the government, and bootlegging. In fact, grand juries indicted several of Harding’s appointees; a few even received prison sentences. The chain of unending scandals prompted many Americans to questions Harding’s own integrity and ability to lead.
The Teapot Dome scandal shocked Americans most of all. In 1923, journalists discovered that Harding’s secretary of the interior, Albert B. Fall, had illegally authorized private companies to drill for oil on public lands. Investigators later determined that these companies had bribed the nearly bankrupt Fall to ignore their actions while they drilled. The naïve Harding escaped implication in the scandal only when he died unexpectedly of a heart attack in 1923. Although the nation expressed grief over his death, more scandals continued to surface throughout the decade and continued to tarnish Harding’s reputation.
Conservative Calvin Coolidge
The quiet vice president Calvin Coolidge entered the White House following Harding’s death in 1923. His reserved demeanor, moral uprightness, and distance from the Harding scandals allowed him to win the presidency in his own right the following year in the election of 1924. Although “Silent Cal” Coolidge’s personality and public persona differed greatly from Harding’s, the two men thought along the same lines politically. Coolidge continued to support big business, propose higher tariffs, and push for deregulation of business and the economy. As a result, his victory in 1924 marked the demise of Progressivism.
The Presidency of Herbert Hoover
Like Harding and Coolidge, Herbert Hoover won the presidency in 1928 on a platform for big business and against big government. Having grown accustomed to the prosperity associated with previous conservative presidents, Americans rejected Democratic candidate Alfred E. Smith and voted for Hoover.
Ironically, Hoover’s inflexible conservatism ultimately prevented him from facing the impending economic crisis. The European demand for American exports had dropped, farmers were more and more in debt, and Americans were continuing to live extravagant lifestyles, primarily on credit.
Prohibition and the Rise of Organized Crime
The Eighteenth Amendment took effect in January 1920, banning the manufacture, sale, and transport of all intoxicating liquors. Referred to by supporters as “the noble experiment,” Prohibition succeeded at lowering the consumption of alcohol, at least in rural areas. At the same time, the amendment created a lucrative black market for alcohol sales. Illegal, or bootlegged, liquor became widely available in cities. Typically, smugglers brought this liquor into the United States from other countries, while other Americans produced it in small homemade stills. “Speakeasies,” illegal bars where men and often women drank publicly, opened in most urban areas.
Gangsters and Racketeers
While Prohibition did not necessarily lead to criminal activity and the formation of gangs, both of which existed long before, it did provide criminals with a financially rewarding new business. “Scarface” Al Capone emerged as the best-known gangster of the era. He moved to Chicago in 1920 and soon became the city’s leading bootlegger and gambling lord, protecting his empire with an army of gunmen. Capone’s profits reached approximately $60 million annually by 1927. Although authorities generally tolerated bootleggers and speakeasies at first, they cracked down on the gangsters when a Chicago bootlegging gang disguised as police officers gunned down members of a rival gang in the St. Valentine’s Day Massacre. Authorities eventually prosecuted Capone in 1931 for federal income tax evasion.
Prohibition Repealed
Because of the widespread availability of black-market liquor, federal authorities had trouble enforcing Prohibition. Still, President Herbert Hoover wanted to continue the morally worthy “experiment” in spite of growing opposition from the general public. Congress eventually passed the Twenty-First Amendment in 1933 to repeal Prohibition.
 The Culture of Modernism
The expansion of radio broadcasting, the boom of motion pictures, and the spread of consumerism united the nation culturally. At the same time, these changes contributed to the breakdown of America’s traditional vision of itself. As a result, a new national identity began to form.
The Impact of Radio
The popularity of radio soared during the 1920s, bringing Americans together and softening regional differences. With the arrival of the first developed radio station in 1920, the format of radio programming changed dramatically, expanding to include news, music, talk shows, sports broadcasts, political speeches, and advertising. The American public eagerly welcomed radios into their homes, signaling their openness to a changing culture. By simply turning on the radio, they received standardized information transmitted through national broadcasts. They also encountered advertising campaigns designed to change their spending habits and lifestyles.
The Rise of Motion Pictures
The American movie industry began in New York City, but when it moved to California in 1915, a true entertainment revolution began. By 1929, nearly every citizen attended the movies weekly, eager to see the latest comedy, thriller, and western. As movie attendance rose, so did the fame of the actors and actresses who performed in them. The “movie star” soon became a figure of glamour and fame.
Mass Production and the Automobile
Mass production allowed Henry Ford and his Ford Motor Company—the industry leader during the 1920s—to sell cars at prices that the working class could afford. This vastly increased the automaker’s market. Cars made on an assembly line could be produced approximately ten times faster than cars assembled using more traditional means. The rapid increase in the supply of new cars combined with dramatically lower prices led to a vast increase in the total number of cars sold. Throughout the course of the decade, the number of cars on American roads tripled to 23 million.
Car ownership changed the way many people experienced American life. Owning cars allowed Americans in rural areas to take advantage of the amenities of nearby cities. Many smaller towns simply disappeared as increased competition closed numerous small businesses.
Americans loved cars so much that automobile manufacturing had become the most productive industry in U.S. history by 1930. Roughly one in five people owned cars when the Great Depression hit.
Aviation
Other modes of transportation also progressed in the 1920s. On May 21, 1927, Charles Lindbergh completed the first successful solo flight across the Atlantic. The American public celebrated the flight as a triumph not only of individual heroism but also of technological advancement. This flight foreshadowed the emergence of the commercial airline industry, which would boom in the ensuing decades.
Modernist Literature
 Intrigued by what they saw as the fast-paced, fractured, unmoored modern world around them, writers in the 1920s struggled to develop a new type of language for expressing a new type of reality. Poets and fiction writers used new techniques such as free verse and stream of consciousness to capture the national mood.
Free verse is a form of poetry without a set scheme of rhyme or meter. Stream of consciousness is a literary style in which writers try to give a literary representation of characters’ actual thought processes.
The Lost Generation
Some of the most prominent American writers of the 1920s actually lived in Europe. Known collectively as the Lost Generation, writers such as Ernest Hemingway, Gertrude Stein, Ezra Pound, and Harold Stearns penned bitter commentaries on postwar America. Cynical about the country’s potential for progress and about what they perceived to be misappropriated values, these writers found community abroad and produced some of the most creative literature and poetry in American history.
The Southern Renaissance
In the South, authors dealt with their regions’ own transformation from a traditional society to one more influenced by changes in the wider American culture. Bible Belt authors, for example, found abundant material in the struggles of individuals who did not want to relinquish their agrarian lifestyles to modernism. Prominent writers of this movement included William Faulkner, Thomas Wolfe, Alan Tate, and Ellen Glasgow.
Mississippi native William Faulkner received the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1949 for his modernist novels The Sound and the Fury, Light in August, and As I Lay Dying. Faulkner mined the emotional depths of the American South and succeeded in both humanizing and mythologizing the tragedy of southern history. Many literary scholars consider him the most important American writer of the twentieth century.
Resistance to Modernity
 
The Red Scare
Americans feared communist and socialist ideas in the wake of the Russian Revolution of 1917. In late 1919, communist fears picked up steam, and in January 1920, police across the nation seized more than 6,000 suspects in a raid to find and expel suspected communists. The government deported many socialists, including several in the New York legislature. Fortunately, the worst of the Red Scare had passed by 1921.
The Emergency Immigration Act
	


Compelled by imagined threats of foreign influences on American values and the rapidly rising rates of postwar immigration in 1920 and 1921, Congress passed the Emergency Quota Act of 1921. The act restricted new arrivals of immigrants to 3 percent of foreign-born members of any given nationality. The Immigration Act of 1924 reduced this number further to 2 percent.
Both the Emergency Quota Act of 1921 and the Immigration Act of 1924 blatantly favored northern and western Europeans and limited the influx of darker-skinned Catholics from southern and eastern Europe. The act also banned immigrants from East Asia.
The Sacco and Vanzetti Trial
The trial of two Italian anarchists, Nicola Sacco and Bartolomeo Vanzetti, illustrated Americans’ intolerance for foreign ideas and individuals. Tried and convicted for robbery and murder in Massachusetts in 1920, Sacco and Vanzetti faced an openly bigoted judge who failed to give the defendants a fair trial. Although protesters rallied behind them for six years, Sacco and Vanzetti never received a retrial, and state authorities executed them in 1927.
The Ku Klux Klan
The Ku Klux Klan reemerged in the 1920s as a misdirected effort to protect American values. Unlike the Klan of the nineteenth century, which had terrorized blacks in the South, the new KKK of the 1920s had a strong following among white Protestants throughout the country. It targeted blacks, immigrants, Jews, Catholics, and other minority groups that threatened the KKK’s homogenous values and identity.
Through the course of the decade, the Klan gained a significant amount of political power, exerting both direct and indirect influence on state politics throughout the country. However, by the end of the 1920s, the Klan attracted considerable negative publicity, which, combined with the diminished threat of immigration, led to its downfall.
The Scopes Trial
In 1925, a Tennessee court tried high school biology teacher John Scopes for teaching the theory of evolution in his classroom in spite of a prohibitory state law. Protestant leaders like William Jennings Bryan (a three-time Democratic candidate for president) spoke out against evolution, while Scopes’s famed defense attorney Clarence Darrow tried to ridicule Christian fundamentalism. Clarence Darrow hounded and ridiculed William Jennings Bryan on the witness stand so extensively that some blame Darrow for Jenning’s death from a stress-related illness several days after the trial concluded.
 The so-called Scopes “Monkey” Trial captured the nation’s interest. Although the court found Scopes guilty of violating the law, it only fined him $100. The high-profile trial illustrated the growing tension between tradition and progress.
 Impact of Black Culture 
As Americans became interested in the new musical sounds coming from cities such as New Orleans, New York, St. Louis, and Chicago, jazz music became the rage of the decade, typifying the fluidity and energy of the era. African Americans also captured their culture in literature and art. Many whites became fascinated by the image of the black American that emerged during the 1920s.
Negro Nationalism
 Marcus Garvey led the “Negro Nationalism” movement, which celebrated the black experience and culture. As the leader of the United Negro Improvement Association (UNIA), Garvey advocated for the establishment of a Negro republic in Africa for exiled Americans. He argued that racial prejudice ran too deep in white American attitudes to ever be satisfactorily fixed and that black Americans should flee to their ancestral lands. Garvey’s influence lessened after he went to prison in 1925 for federal mail fraud. His deportation to Jamaica in 1927 effectively ended his power within the African-American community.
The NAACP
 The National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), established in 1910, remained active in the 1920s. Unlike the UNIA, the NAACP sought to resolve the racial issues in American society. The organization focused specifically on the dissemination of information and the implementation of protective legislation. In 1922, for example, the NAACP succeeded in getting a bill passed that helped end lynching. Although the bill remained mired in the House of Representatives for three years, public attention surrounding the bill helped reduce the number of lynchings in the United States.
The Harlem Renaissance
The Harlem Renaissance was one of the major African-American cultural and artistic movements during the era. Black authors depicted experiences from urban Manhattan to rural Georgia and included Claude McKay, Langston Hughes, Zora Neale Hurston, and Alain Locke. Their poems and narratives not only captured the diversity of the African-American experience but also highlighted the rich culture of black America.
Jazz
The growth of jazz music in the 1920s coupled the cultural expression of black Americans with mainstream culture by tapping into the emerging spirit of youth, freedom, and openness. The jazz movement also dissolved many traditional racial barriers in music, allowing young musicians of all races to collaborate and forge individual avenues of expression.
Emergence of the “New Woman”
Women’s roles changed at an unprecedented rate. Oppressive taboos such as those against smoking, drinking, and sexually provocative behavior slackened during the decade as women sought more freedom and self-expression. Some women began experimenting with new styles of dress, danced more, and discussed sex openly and freely. However, historians note that most women in the 1920s still adhered to traditional gender roles and customs despite the new freedoms and morality.
Suffrage and the Nineteenth Amendment
After the Nineteenth Amendment granted women the right to vote in 1920, former suffragettes formed the League of Women Voters to educate American women about candidates, issues, and the political process. Although some Americans feared the political leanings of the new electoral contingency, the addition of women voters had very little impact on voting trends because many women did not exercise their newly earned right to vote.
Many immigrant and southern women, for example, often chose not to vote because they didn’t want to challenge the traditional authority of their husbands. On the other hand, those who did vote showed little solidarity in their commitment to the advancement of women in society. Activists like Alice Paul of the newly formed Woman’s Party lobbied for feminist goals, such as equal rights and greater social justice. The majority of American women, however, still found such radical feminism distasteful and instead chose to fight for moderate and gradual reform through established parties.
Division within the women’s movement ultimately led to the defeat of the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA). Proposed in 1923, the ERA would have granted men and women equal legal rights. Female lobbyists did succeed in convincing Congress to pass other significant laws to help women. For example, the Sheppard-Towner Act passed in 1921 awarding federal funds for healthcare to women and infants. Unfortunately, such protective legislation and social welfare programs suffered without legislators’ vigilant care, and Congress eventually abandoned the Sheppard-Towner program in 1929 to cut costs. Most other legislative efforts concerning women met similar fates.
Although more and more women began working outside the home throughout the 1920s, they filled primarily service and clerical jobs. Women had few professional opportunities, because social norms still dictated that they should be homemakers above all else. Most working women kept their jobs only until marriage.
Flappers
Flapper women became the icon of the 1920s with their short “bobbed” hair, makeup, dangling jewelry, short skirts, and zest for modernity. Unlike the women of previous generations, flappers drank, smoked, danced, flirted, and caroused with men freely and easily. Even though very few women actually became flappers, the image appealed widely to the filmmakers, novelists, and advertisers who made them famous. Thrust into the limelight, flappers helped transform Americans’ conservative conceptions of propriety and morality.




