
“I am a negro – and beautiful” 
Langston Hughes – The Harlem Renaissance 

“The Roaring 20s”, “The Lost Generation”, Al 
Capone & Lucky Luciano, Speak Easies, Flappers; 

America was undergoing change.  

American popular culture was reshaping itself in 
response to the urban industrial consumer-

oriented society that it was becoming; America 
was emerging as a modern nation 



 After the recession of 1921-
1922, America entered a period 
of tremendous prosperity and 
expansion until the end of the 
decade (1929).  

 Sources of the Economic Boom 
1. European industry was debilitated 

by WWI 

2. New developments in technology 

a. The automobile industry (led to new 
road and home construction) 

b. Radio 

c. Telephones 

d. Trains and Planes 

 

 



 The remarkable economic growth was accompanied 
by a continuing unequal distribution of wealth.  
◦ 2/3 of Americans lived at “The Minimum Comfort Level” 

and 1/2 of those people lived at the “Subsistence or Poverty 
Level” 

 American workers of the 1920s remained a relatively 
powerless and impoverished group 

 Women usual obtained low-paying service occupation 
jobs known as “Pink Collar Jobs” 

 Blacks often worked in unskilled and low-paying jobs 
 The Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters was founded 

in 1925 and led by A. Philip Randolph and 
represented an almost exclusively black workforce 
 



 In the West and Southwest, 
unskilled workers tended to 
be Asian and Hispanic, and 
like women and blacks they 
were frequently excluded 
from unions.  

 Corporate leaders worked 
hard to spread the belief that 
unions were subversive.  

 The crusade for the Open 
Shop (a shop in which no 
worker could be required to 
join a union) was known as 
“The American Plan” and 
became the basis for union 
busting throughout the 1920s  
◦ Union membership in America 

went from 5 million in 1920 to 3 
million by 1929 



 New technology made it possible to produce 
more crops with fewer workers in agriculture.  

 Food prices substantially and disastrously 
dropped in the 1920s as 3 million people left 
farming and many that remained became 
landless tenant farmers.  

 The McNary-Haugen Bill was an attempt to bring 
government price supports to major staple crops 
based on the concept of “Parity”, but was vetoed 
two times.  



 America had become a mass 
consumer culture as people 
bought items based on pleasure 
not just need.  

 The automobile revolutionized 
American life 
1. People could move to the rapidly 

developing suburbs 
2. Helped end isolation in rural areas 
3. Made traveling vacations possible 
4. More Freedom, especially for 

young people who could easily 
move away from home now 



 Advertising really came of age after the 
effective propaganda campaigns of WWI.  

 Movies became talking movies in 1927 with 
Al Jolson’s The Jazz Singer 

 Radio became the most important 
communication vehicle in the 1920s as just 
about every family owned one.  
 



 In the modern era religion 
was starting to be devalued 
and taking a secondary 
role, or even no role at all 
in people’s lives. 

 The pioneer of the 
American birth-control 
movement was Margaret 
Sanger, as she hoped to 
limit poverty and distress 
in poor communities, while 
also empowering women. 



 “The Flapper” was the new 
woman of the 1920s who 
could smoke, drink, dance, 
wear seductive clothes, and 
attend lively parties.  

 Responding to the suffrage 
victory The League of Women 
Voters was established.  

 However, over time it became 
clear to politicians that female 
votes were distributed almost 
precisely equally to male 
votes and politicians took 
little interest in women’s 
issues 

 Women in general remained 
highly dependent of men and 
were relatively powerless at 
home and in the workplace.   
 



 More people were going to school in the 1920s 
than ever before, and a separate youth culture 
started to emerge with an emphasis on kids as 
individuals rather than just part of a family.  

 Many artists and intellectuals of the 1920s 
viewed modern American society with 
disenchantment and contempt; they were known 
as “The Lost Generation” 



 Lost Generation Authors 
1. Ernest Hemingway – A Farewell to Arms (1929) 

expressed contempt for war 
2. H.L. Mencken – published magazines that 

ridiculed just about everything middle class 
American, who he referred to as the “Booboisie” 

3. Sinclair Lewis – First American to win a Nobel Prize 
in Literature, as he lashed out at modern society 

4. F. Scott Fitzgerald – Ridiculed American obsession 
with material success in The Great Gatsby (1925) 



 Many of these artists and 
intellectuals withdrew from 
American society and formed a 
society of expatriates in Paris, or 
settled in isolated communities 
in the West. 

 In post-war Harlem, a new 
generation of black artists and 
intellectuals created a 
flourishing African American 
culture widely described as “The 
Harlem Renaissance” 
◦ Night clubs like The Cotton Club 

featured the new and widely 
successful musical performances of 
jazz 

◦ Black artists were demonstrating 
the richness of their own cultural 
heritage  



 Many old-stock white Americans began to 
associate immigration with radicalism 

 The National Origins Act of 1924 banned 
immigration from Asia entirely and reduced 
European immigration by 1/3 

 This upsurge of nativism and anti-immigrant 
feeling led to a rebirth of the Ku Klux Klan  

 



 The Ku Klux Klan 
1. Met in Stone Mountain, 

Georgia in 1915 to 
reestablish a modern version 
of the KKK. 

2. The Birth of a Nation helped 
inspire southerners to join 

3. KKK was very focused on 
purging American society of 
Catholics, Jews, and 
foreigners; not just blacks 

4. A series of power struggles 
and scandals among its 
leadership helped bring 
about a downfall of the KKK 
by the 1930s 

 



 Prohibition’s Failure 
1. With alcohol being illegal, organized crime took 

over the business and crime rates in major cities 
went way up.  

2. It was just as easy to get alcohol during 
prohibition as it was before 

3. Al Capone, Chicago, Roaring 20s.  
4. “Wets” were the opponents of prohibition 
5. By 1933, the 21st Amendment repealed 

prohibition 



 Religious Fundamentalism was 
growing across the nation, 
especially in the South and 
Midwest, as many people started 
to reject the new secular trends of 
the nation and urged a return to 
the fundamentals of the Bible. 

 The Scopes Monkey Trial 
1. In Tennessee, a law was passed in 

1925 making it illegal to teach 
evolution, must teach creationism 
as put forward in the Bible 

2. A.C.L.U. founded by Jane Addams, 
Norman Thomas, and Helen Keller 
to protect freedom and speech and 
beliefs in post-WWI America, 
offered to defend John Scopes for 
defying the law 



 The Scopes Monkey Trial 
3. Clarence Darrow  

(Defense/Modernist) 
William Jennings Bryan 
(Prosecution/Fundamentalist) 

VS. 



 The Scopes Monkey Trial 
4. W.J. Bryan took the stand and Darrow made him 

look foolish trying to defend the Bible as literal 
truth rather than being subject to interpretation. 

 
 
 
 
 

 The democratic party was very divided in the 
1920s between prohibitionists, Klansmen, and 
fundamentalists on one side and Catholics, 
urban workers, and immigrants on the other 
side.  
 



 For 12 years (1921-1933) the 
presidency and congress were 
in the hands of the 
republicans.  

 (1921-1928) Warren G. 
Harding and Calvin Coolidge 
were do-nothing presidents.  
1. Harding died in office and while 

president The Teapot Dome 
Scandal showed how corrupt his 
administration was as cabinet 
members received payment for 
leasing government land to oil 
companies. 

2. Coolidge believed the 
government should interfere as 
little as possible in the life of 
the nation as he helped 
business and industry operate 
with maximum efficiency and 
productivity  


