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N JANUARY 1, 1929, the editors of the Washingtorn Post prepared a
Ospecial business supplement to welcome the New Year, “Good Times
Are Predicted for 1929,” read the banner headline. The Post hardly seemed to
be going out on a limb with this forecast. After all, two other headlines
trumpeted “Record Year Just Ended” and “Gains in Stock Exchange.” Further
fueling the business community’s optimism was the feeling that the federal
government took their views to heart. “Hoover’s Policies Looked Forward to
as Great Aid to Business,” still another headline promised.

The Post could have made this cheerful prediction almost any time dur-
ing the 1920s. At least for the wealthiest Americans, these were indeed good
times. “The whole upper tenth of a nation,” novelist F. Scott Fitzgerald
wrote, lived “with the insouciance of a grand duc and the casualness of
chorus girls.” Fitzgerald, the most celebrated writer of the decade, gave the
new era a label that stuck: “The Jazz Age,” an invocation of a carefree time of
high living, bootleg liquor, and illegal drinking in speakeasies. Fitzgerald
himselt spent much of the decade in France, drinking and dancing till dawn
with his wife Zelda.

More than just the “upper tenth” enjoyed some of the good times. For
the first time, substantial numbers of workers lived above bare subsistence
levels. Even automobiles and houses became attainable for many. As work-
ing hours decreased and incomes rose, leisure time and ways to enjoy it
mushroomed, feeding the entertainment industry, Movies and radio pro-
moted consumerism, undermining the traditional ideals and values of the
family, community, and ethnic and regional subcultures.




336 ® PART TWO: WAR, DEPRESSION, AND INDUSTRIAL UNIONISM, 19141946

Bven so, few Americans lived like grand dukes or like chorus girls. Pros-
perity was uneven. While the rich got much richer, the average worker saw
only a slow rise in income. Worlers in some industries suffered falling wages
and massive unemployment. On the whole, skilled and white-collar work-
ers did much better than their unskilled counterparts. Farmers suffered for
most of the decade. And as usual, African Americans fared worse than
whites. A resurgent Ku Klux Klan spewed venom at African Americans as
well as at Catholics and Jews. Hostility toward immigrants impelled the
nation to shut its doors to foreigners. '

But perhaps the most basic problem of the 1920s was the one no one
seemed to notice: the unequal distribution of the nation’s wealth made its
economy fundamentally unsound. Before the year was out, the Post would
be running very different headlines announcing the crash of the stock
market and the early signs of hard times. When a discouraged Fitzgerald,
now battling alcoholism, returned to America in 1931, he found a country
racked by depression.

Business Conservatism at Home and Abroad

In the 1920s, conservative Republicans with probusiness policies dominated
politics. Calvin Coolidge described business as “one of the greatest con-
tributing forces to the moral and spiritual advancement of the race.” Such
views also shaped American foreign policy, which sought an “open door” for
American corporations to operate with a free hand abroad. Ironically, at the
same time, the United States decisively closed the “open door” that had long
marked its immigration policy and imposed sharp limits on newcomers,
especially from Southern and Bastern Europe and Asia.

Conservatism and Corruption in Political Life  The 1920 presidential
election set the political tone for the decade. Both major parties nominated
middle-of-the-road politicians from Ohio: Republican Senator Warren G.
Harding and Democratic Governor James Cox. Since the last election, many
Americans had tired of Wilson and his moral righteousness, and they
wanted relief from the rampant inflation and social turmoil that had come
with the end of World War I - the strikes, race riots, and Red scares of 1919.
Harding, capitalizing on this weariness, declared that the country needed
“not heroism but healing, not nostrums but normalcy, not revolution but
restoration” The election results — a landslide for the Republicans—
showed that he had captured the public mood.

Although Harding’s vision of “normalcy” embraced generous acts, such
as pardoning the imprisoned socialist Bugene Debs, it translated more fun-
damentally into extraordinary corporate influence on national policy. Dur-
ing the 19208, the political power of big business climbed to new heights.
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Secretary of the Treasury Andrew Mellon,
one of the wealthiest men in the nation,
and Secretary of Commerce Herbert
Hoover dominated Harding’s cabinet.
The discovery of considerable cor-
ruption after Harding’s sudden death in
1923 destroyed his modest reputation.
Subsequent polls of historians have
consistently ranked him one of the
worst presidents in TU.S. history.
“Harding was not a bad man,” Alice
Roosevelt Longworth (Theodore Roo-
sevelt’s daughter} later observed. “He
was just a slob.” She recalled with distaste
Harding’s drinking and carousing with
political buddies in the “Ohio Gang.”
When she visited the White House
study, she found the “air heavy with
tobacco smoke . . . every imaginable
brand of whisky ... cards and poker
chips ready at hand.” Fortunately, she

The National Gesture

A 1926 cartoon by Clive Weed

in the satirical weekly fudge
commented on the escalation
of governmental corruption dur-
ing Prohihition, Clive Weed, /udge,
June 12, 1926 - American Social
History Project,

did not open the closet doors, or she
might have discovered the president making love to his mistress, Nan
Britton.

‘Whatever his personal failings, Harding himself was never accused of
public wrongdoing, but he generally looked the other way when his friends
put their hands in the government till-—taking kickbacks on government
contracts, for example. The most notorious scandal involved the secret leas-
ing, at discount prices, of government-owned oil reserves in California and
Wyoming, one of which was called Teapot Dome. The grateful oil compa-
nies rewarded Secretary of the Interior Albert Pall, who arranged the deal,
with more than $400,000 in bribes.

These gradually unwinding scandals probably contributed to Hardings
depression and high blood pressure and finally his death, probably from a
stroke. His successot, Vice President Calvin Coolidge, was a very different
sort of man— upright, cautious, and introverted. Under Coolidge, Alice
Longworth observed, the White House was “as different as a New England
front parlor is from a backroom in a speakeasy.” But while Coolidge differed
in style, he continued the same conservative policies.

The Business of America Is Business  More than most of their predeces-
sors, Harding, Coolidge, and the men who served in their administrations
identified the fortunes of America with those of business. “The chief
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business of the American people is business,” Coolidge declared. Probusi-
ness conservatives such as Secretary of the Treasury Mellon believed that the
government could best aid business by cutting taxes and minimizing federal
intervention in the economy. In 1926, Mellon succeeded in persuading Con-
gress to halve the income tax rate for the top bracket of taxpayers and dras-
tically lower the taxes on inherited wealth. Mellon also wanted to return
quickly to private hands the businesses that the government had operated
during the war, Although the American Federation of Labor (AFL) and the
railtoad brotherhoods, which had prospered with government control of
tlie trains, wanted the nation to buy the railroads, Congress instead restored
them to corporate control in 1920.

Some cabinet officials, however, believed that the government should
actively promote and coordinate private economic initiatives. To keep farm
prices up, Secretary of Agriculture Henry C. Wallace created cooperative
marketing arrangements and voluntary crop reduction programs. Secretary
of Comnmexce Herbert Hoover, the engineer and business executive who had
served as head of the Food Administration during the war, sponsored stud-
ies of industrial waste and fnefficiency, pushed for further standardization in
industry, and worked with the State Department to increase exports. Hoover
also encouraged state and local governments to use public works to stimu-
late the economy. But Hoover’s modest government activism stayed safely
within the bounds of the era’s dominant probusiness ideology (Table 7.1).

The Business of America
[s Accommeodation

In a 1927 ceremeny set in frant
of the Capitol and supervised
by President Calvin Caolidge,
battle flags that had been cap-
tured by northern troops during
the Civil War were returned to
aged Confederate veterans.
Such rites of raconciliation ob-
scured the repressive state of
race relations in the South dur-
ing the 19205, Prints and
Photographs Division, Library of ©
Congress. i
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TABLE 7.2 American Industry
in the Global Economy

Three nations — the United
States, Great Britain, and
Germany — overwhelmingly
dominated the world’s indus-
trial production in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries, By 1881, the United
States had overtaleen Britain

as the leading industrial power,
and it increased its lead further
in the subsequent years., The
Great Depression, however,
devastated the two nations’
capitalist economies and led

to the emergence of the Soviet
Union {Russia) as a major in-
dustrial power.

Distribution of World’s Industrial Production,
1870~1938 (in percentages)

Unlted  Great Rest of
Years States  Britain Germamny France  Russia‘  [apan world
1870 23 32 3 19 4 - 17
1881—1885 29 27 1% 9 3 - 19
1896—1900 30 20 7 7 5 1 20
19061910 35 15 16 6 5 1 21
1913 36 14 16 3 6 ! 2l
1926—1929 42 9 2 7 4 3 2
19361938 R 9 i 5 19 4 2

Source: WA, Rostow, The World Fconomy: History and Prospect, 1978

The business-government bond became an issue in the 1924 presiden-
tial election, when discontented farmers and unionists joined together to
back a third-party presidential bid by Wisconsin Senator Robert La Follette,
The senator’s platform, which harked back to prewar Populism and Pro-
gressivism, called for nationalization of railroads and water power, a ban on
antilabor injunctions, increased aid for farmers, and a tax system restruc-
tured to benefit working people.

The Democrats might have been expected to join La Follette in attack-
ing the business-dominated Republican administration. But deep cultural
issues divided the Democrats and deadlocked their 1924 convention, South-
ern Democrats supported Prohibition and refused to denounce explicitly
the racist and anti-Catholic Ku Klux Klan. Meanwhile, the immigrant-led
urban political machines opposed Prohibition and wanted to nominate a
Catholic, Governor Alfred E. Smith of New York, for president. After a
record 103 ballots, the two factions compromised on an obscure and rela-
tively conservative Wall Street lawyer, John W, Davis, who could neither
unite his divided party nor offer voters a clear alternative'to Coolidge.
Although both Davis and Coolidge sharply attacked La Follette as a dan-
gerous radical, he received one-sixth of the popular vote, an extraordinary
showing for a third-party candidate. Coolidge, however, won the election
easily, and the business-government alliance remained intact.

Capital and Statecraff The business-government partnership that
guided domestic policy also shaped U.S. foreign policy in the 1920s. To open
the “door” for American business, Charles Evans Hughes, secretary of state
under Harding and Coolidge, used federal power to assist American busi-
nesses that wished to expand overseas, Critics charged that Wall Street was
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dictating American foreign policy, but a State Department official retorted
that “in these days of competition .. . capital . . . and statecraft go hand in
hand?” Working with Herbert Hoover, who as secretary of cominerce exer-
cised great influence over American foreign policy, Hughes sought to create
a new world order that would bring stablhty and allow for the expansion of
American capitalism—a “Pax Americana,” as Hughes put it.

American businesses would have to exercise this global power while the
United States stood aloof from the organization that Woodrow Wilson had
designed precisely to promote world stability: the League of Nations (see
Chapter 6). Without American involvement, the League remained perma-
nently wealc, Nevertheless, the 11.S. government, American businesses, and
American citizens became increasingly active in world affairs during the
1920s. At the Washington Conference of 1921, Hughes, a brilliant diplomat,
engineered a halt to the naval arms race, which threatened peace and the
ability of American businesses to expand abroad.

American bankers were central to another key diplomatic agreement of
the 1920s. By 1924, the Germans could no longer pay the $33 billion in repa-
rations that had been imposed on them at the end of World War 1. Hughes
sponsored a Washington conference in which Ametrican bankers worked out
a deal, called the Dawes Plan after Chicago banker Charles Dawes, that
sharply reduiced German reparations payments and provided massive pri-
vate loans to restart the German economy. But what looked like a brilliant
success ultimately proved a dismal failure. Increasingly, the loans went into
speculative ventures or simply propped up the crippled German economy
rather than rebuilding it.

Barikers and businessmen were not the only Americans to look overseas
in the 1920s. Private voluntary organizations such as the YMCA and Rotary
International founded branches in other countries. Like the Coolidge
-administration, these organizations favored the spread of American busi-
ness and opposed radical alternatives such as the Socialist and Communist
movements that had Jarge numbers of adherents in Europe. Another group
of Americans formed a loosely defined peace movement. They won their
greatest victory with the Kellogg-Briand Pact of 1928; signed by most of the
world’s nations, the treaty outlawed war but failed to set up an effective
enforcement mechanism.

Business, however, provided the real engine of American internation-
alism. American companies scrambled to build factories in other countries
to take advantage of cheap labor, low tariffs, and easy access to raw materi-
als and markets. By 1929, eight American automakers were running assem-
bly plants abroad. Other companies invested in foreign enterprises; General
Electric, for example, held shares in every major electric company in the
world. Soon, mass retailers such as Montgomery Ward, Woolworth’s, and
A&P began to expand into foreign countries. Finally, U.S. companies took
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MAP 7.1 Big Stick Diplomacy:
U.5. Milltary Invasions of
Central America, 1895-1934

in the first third of the twentieth
century, the United States was
not reluctant to “send in the
marines” to defend what it saw
as American interests in Central
America. This map shows the
tocatiens of U.S, military inva-
sions from 1898 to 1917 and the
cantinuing presence of Amerj-
can troops in the 1920s and
19305, -
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an increasingly active hand in exploiting the raw materials of Latin Ameri-
can countries: Venezuelan oil, Chilean copper, Cuban sugar, Argentine beef,
and Central American fruit. Direct U.S. investment abroad doubled in the
1920s; by 1930, the United States also fed the world in exports.

In selling and investing, American companies received generous assis-
tance from the federal government. Worried about a potential oif shortage,
U.S. diplomats helped to identify foreign oil sources that companies might
use to satisfy the growing needs of American motorists. Cars also needed
rubber tires, so Secretary of Commerce Hoover encouraged Firestone and
other tire companies to expand their rubber plantations in West Africa and
Southeast Asia to break British dominance of the world rubber market.

The growth of U.S. investment abroad was also facilitated by the gov-
ernment’s willingness to “send in the marines.” Wilsonian principles of self-
determination, Secretary of State Hughes argued, did not apply to poor
countries. Over and over, the U.S, military intervened when rebels demand-
ing self-rule threatened American industry. The United States occupied
Nicaragua almost continuously from 1912 to 1933 and Haiti from 1915 to
1934. In both countries, the U.S. Marines met resistance in the form of
gueriilla warfare, led by Augusto Sandino in Nicaragua and Charlemagne
Péralte in Haiti. U.S. Marine Corps General Smedley Butler later gave this
bhunt summary of his role in U.S. military interventions in Central Ames-
ica: “T helped in the raping of half a dozen Central American republics for
the benefit of Wall Street. T spent most of my time being a high-class
muscle man for Big Business, for Wall Street and the bankers. In short, Twas
a racketeer for capitalism” (Map 7.1).
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immigration Restrictions While the
United States stood firmly for the free
flow of goods and capital around the
globe, it backed away from iis earlier
commitments to the free flow of people.
During World War I, anti-immigrant
sentiment had led to a literacy test for
immigrants, and wartime conditions
had sharply curtailed the influx of for-
eigners, With the end of the war, immi-
gration returned to previous levels—
800,000 people arrived in 1921—and
anti-immigration sentiment rose with it.
Congress passed the Quota Act of 1921
and then, in 1924, the even more restric-
tive Immigration (Johnson-Reed) Act,
which shaped U.S. immigration policy
for the next four decades. Initially, the
1924 faw limited immigration from all
countries to a total of 165,000 a year, less
than 20 percent of the pre-World War I
average, A 1927 law set even lower limits.
Both the 1924 and 1927 laws set quotas by

countries, based on the percentage of a
particular nationality in the United States as recorded in the 1890 census.
This maneuver was a blatant effort to imit immigration from Southern and
Eastern Furope, which occurred primarily after 1890. In the first decade of
the twentieth century, an average of 200,000 [talians had entered the United
States each year; in 1924, the annual quota for Italians was set at less than
4,000.

Asians fared even worse under the new law, which barred all immi-
grants who were ineligible for citizenship. That included Asian Indians,
Japanese, and Chinese, all of whom were judged ineligible on the basis of
past judicial rulings, In 1922, the Supreme Court had ruled Japanese immi-
grants ineligible for citizenship; the following year another court ruling
barred Asian Indians, who had begun immigrating to work in the north-
western lumber mills and on California farms in the early twentieth century.
These new immigration restrictions reflected a resurgent nativism and
racism, During the Senate debate on the 1924 Johnson-Reed Act, Ellison
DuRant Smith of South Carolina urged lawmakers to “shut the door” to
preserve “the pure, unadulterated Anglo-Saxon stock” that had made Amer-
ica “the foremost nation in her progress.”

Goodwill

The 1928 Havana Pan-American
Conference found President
Calvin Coolidge defending U.5.
intervention in Nicaragua from
attacks by Latin American dele-
gates. U.5. press coverage
largely ignored the controversy,
preferring to herald trans-
atlantic aviator Charles
Lindbergh’s arrival in Havana
with a message of "goodwill,”
“How sweet if sounds in the
ears of the Pan-American dele-
gates,” commented the New
Masses in the caption to this
cartoon, “but how different it
looks to Sandino and . . . the
Nicaraguan patriots.” Hugo
Gellert, New Masses, February
1928—Prints and Photographs Divi-
sion, Library of Congress.
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Finding the Fittest Family

Many sponsors of immigration
restriction believed some ethnic
groups possessed superior
racial characteristics, The Amer-
ican Eugenics Soclety was
formed to foster the idea that
the nation's racial characteris-
tics could be improved by
removing inferior racial strains,
They promoted Fitter Families
for Future Firesides competi-
tions to select eugenically fit
families by charting family ge-
nealogies and conducting
medical examinations at numer-
ous fairs throughout the United
States in the 19205, This was
the 1925 “large Family Winner”
in Springfield, Massachusetfs.
American Philosophical Seciety.

The new restrictions partially ex-
cepted immigration from within the
Western Hemisphere. In part because

"the United States wanted to maintain
good relations with its neighbors and in
part because farmers (and especially
agribusiness) in the Southwest insisted
on a ready supply of cheap labor, Mexi-
cans and Canadians could immigrate
more freely than Europeans and Asians,
Nevertheless, Mexicans faced increased
barriers to entry, including a head tax
and a visa fee, which were enforced by

the new Border Patrol. 5till, almost half a million Mexicans entered the

United States in the 1920s— double the number in the previous decade.

Mexican immigrants favored the Southwest, but significant numbers
headed for jobs in industrial cities of the East and Midwest, such as Bethle-
hem, Pennsylvania; Detroit and Flint, Michigan; and Chicago, Ilinois. The
heavily male Mexican population of Chicago forged “Colonias” (Mexican
residential enclaves) in industrial areas of the city that the newcomers
shared with Fastern and Southern Furopean immigrants. They also began
to develop community institutions such as the Chicago Mexican church,

Qur Lady of Guadalupe, which was formed in 1924. :

The New Economy

The U.S. economy experienced a fundamental shift during the 1920s as
consumer-oriented industries such as automobile and appliance manufac-
turing replaced coal and railroads as the leading sectors of the economy.
Overall, the 19208 were an era of rising standards of living and economic
growth, but the proceeds of that growth were distributed very unevenly.
While some industries (automobiles) boomed, others (coal and textiles)
declined. While corporate profits skyrocketed, working-class wages grew
slowly. While the rich and the middle class enjoyed a dazzling array of new
consumer goods, farmers suffered from overexpansion and debt, and
unions lost members and influence.

Shifts in Manufacturing  The old economy, based on typical nineteenth-
century industries— steel, coal, textiles, railroads, lumber, meatpacking,
and shipping—was being replaced by one that was more directly responsive
to consumer demand for automobiles, entertainment, processed food,
ready-made clothing, petroleum chemicals, home appliances, and other
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mass-merchandised goods. Demographic changes, in part, drove the change.
Americans were having fewer children, and they were moving to cities. In
1920, the urban population had surpassed the rural population for the first
time, and it would continue to grow throughout the decade. Households
grew more numerous but smaller. In 1890, about one-third of American
households had fewer than four people; by 1930, over half did. The increase
in the number of households fed the demand for household goods. So did
the growth of cities, which meant less time and space for home production.

Consumer goods accounted for more’ economic activity than ever
before and for most of the increase in manufacturing. Yet while manufac-
turing output nearly doubled between 1921 and 1929, the manufacturing
workforce barely grew; almost the same number of workers now produced
twice as many goods. Duxing and after the war, manufacturers invested
heavily in new machines, which reduced the number of workers needed,
especially skilled workers, For example, a machine that painted decorative
strips on cars eliminated ten jobs. Many factories also converted from steam
to electric power, 2 more efficient source of energy. Productivity gains {and
cuts in employment) also came from speed-ups, the practice of forcing
employees to work harder and faster. This was especially prevalent in the
southern textile industry. One southern mill hand yecalled her nightmares:
“T just sweated it out in my dreams just like I did when I was there on the
job; wanting to quit but I couldn’t afford to?

Service industries, finance, construction, and public utilities all grew
more than manufacturing during the 1920s. Construction offered many
new jobs (both home and road building boomed), as did commexce, serv-
ices, and finance. Clerical employment alone increased by nearly a million
jobs during the 19208, while the proportion of workers engaged in manufac-
turing, mining, agriculture, and railroading declined.

Economic Growth and Sacial Inequality Throughout the 1920s, indus-
trialists and bankers hailed what they called “the new capitalism” that had
conquered the business cycle and brought prosperity to all. Banker Charles
E. Mitchell claimed that this new era was bringing “all classes of the popu-
lation to a more equal participation in the fruits of industry.” But rather
than shrinking the gap between the rich and the poor, economic growth
increased it. Corporate profits nearly doubled in the 1920s, but factory
workers’ wages rose only modestly—less than 15 percent, by one estimate.
Workers in some industries did considerably better than those in others.
Between 1023 and 1929, workers in the automobile, electrical, and printing
industries received wage increases of 10 to 28 percent, but those in the shoe,
coal, and textile industries watched their wages drop. In general, skilled
workers {(in construction, for example) and white-collar workers (such as
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“They Raised the People’s Children”

Cecelia Gaudet, born in
Mobile, Alabama, mi-
grated to Chicago in the
early 19205 then refurned
South with her husband.

It the South as well as

the North, domestic serv-
ice was one of the few
occupations i which

: African American

women could find work.
In an interview con-
duscted by author Susan
Tucker, Gaudet described
her experiences as a
hotisekeeper.

My husband was a boner . . . for Swift’s [a Chicago meatpacker]. But he
heard from his sister that they were losing some of their property [in
Mobile]. So we came back in 1924. I got a job working at housekeeping
for a gentleman, e had lost his wife, and he had a sister there. She was
an ofd maid, but they were rich, and she never didn’t know nothing
about housekeeping,

She and his two children and him, they fell in love with me. He
said I was a perfect housekeeper and cook. I was like their mother, T
stayed there until I bought me a place in town, They lived too far out,
and my husband said it was too hard on me to go out there.

Then, for a good while, T just did work here and there. This family
I’d worked for some before, her son got typhoid prnevmonia. I nursed
himm. Then, her daughter she got grown and married, and whenever she
wanted something special done, then she’d come around me—for
serving parties. And when these babies in white families were born pre-
mature, well, I nursed them.

I took a little girl —she wasn't but six years old—and I raised her
because I didi’t have no children of my own that lived. So I took care
of her and sewed at home and sold vegetables, flowers, chickens, eggs.
And sometimes I'd go out and serve parties or weddings. . . .

The majority of [black] people here in Mobile worked. And the
majority of them made their living working for white people or wash-
ing and ivoning for them. Everybody couldn’t be teachers, and that was
the only thing for them to do. They had to work for white people as
cooks, housekeepers, maids.

And ir’s some people that just done it for a lifetime . . . from young
people till they got old for the same family. They raised the people’s
children, and they raised the children’s children.

Susan Tucker, Telling Memories Among Southern Women: Domestic Workers and the

Employers in the Segregated South (1988).
postal clerks) did much better than the unskilled (domestic servants and
others).

The ups and downs of the business cycle, which continued despite
assertions to the contrary, exacerbated joblessness and insecurity. The ini-
tial postwar boom gave way to hard times in late 1920. Prices fell sharply,
and 100,000 firms went bankrupt. The economy recovered in 1923, but two
more recessions soon followed.
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In spite of these fluctuations, the
nation as a whole experienced rising
standards of living in the 1920s. In the
apgregate, the real earnings of all
employed wage earnmers (not just
working-class or blue-collar worlkers)
tose about 25 percent. Americans were
also getting more schooling; 27 percent
of all seventeen-vear-olds graduated
from high school in 1929, up from 16
percent in 1920. And they were living
longer: life expectancy went from age
forty-seven in 1900 to fifty-nine in 1930.

Despite the overall prosperity, some
people saw signs of deeper economic
trouble. Part of the problem lay in the
painful and disruptive shift from the old
industries that were ailing to the new
industries that were not vet mature. But
those troubles were compounded by fin-

anciers who speculated in new enter-
prises and engaged in a variety of unsound financial practices, including
buying stock on borrowed money and creating dummy corporations that
existed only to hold the stocks and bonds of other companies. Stock prices
rose steadily throughout the decade, accelerating to speculative heights in
1928 and 1929.

A third sign of trouble came from what analysts of the Great Depres-
sion would eventually label “overproduction.” By 1928, commercial real
estate and consumer-oriented industries such as housing, automobiles, and
electrical products were slowing down. Sales lagged, inventories rose, facto-
ries cut their output, and unemployment rose. Even before the stock market
crash of 1929, many executives thought that their markets were saturated -
that is, everybody who was going to buy their products was already doing so.
For example, in 1923, new cars outsold used cars three to one; by 1927, that
ratio had reversed.

But what the businessman saw as overproduction was underconsump-
tion to the many workers who could not afford to buy the new consumer
itemns the nation’s factories were churning out. Workers and farmers were
buying all those used cars in the late 19205 because they could not afford
new ones. In one Indiana city, almost three-quarters of all families earned
less than the Bureau of Labor’s minimum cost of living standard, By one
estimate, two-fifths of all Americans lived in poverty in the 1920s,

Times Look Pretiy Dark
te Some

A cartoon in the Chicago
Tribune prescribed “good old
fashioned hard work” as the
cure far the depression of 1920
and 1921, Carey O, Chicage
Tribune, 1921 — American Social
History Project.
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Meanwhile, the rich were getting richer. In 1929, the 36,000 wealthiest
families received as much income as did the twelve million poorest.
Wealth—in stocks, bonds, and real estate—was concentrated among these
fortunate few to an unprecedented degree. This growing social inequality
was paralleled by the concentration of productive capacity among a hand-
ful of enormous corporations, such as General Motors, General Electric,
and AT&T. By 1929, the two hundred largest U.S. corporations controlled
half of all corporate assets.

Agriculture in Crisis  While the consumer economy boomed, overpro-
duction, falling prices, and declining income plagued agriculture, Farmers
enjoyed modest prosperity until 1920; agricultural prices had risen faster
than industrial prices before World War I, and the extraordinarily high
wartime demand for farm products further improved farmers’ purchasing
power. But the economic downturn of 1920 hit agriculture particularly hard,
In 1910, a suit of clothes cost the equivalent of twenty-one bushels of wheat;
a decade later, that suit was worth thirty-one bushels. A bushel of corn that
had sold for $1.22 in 1919 brought just forty-one cents a year later. “’Leven- ‘
cent cotton, forty-cent meat, How in the world can a poor man eat?” asked
a popular song of the late 1920s.

Overexpansion and debt were at the heart of the farm crisis. During
wartime, large European orders for American farm products had prompted
farmers to expand, often on borrowed money. When conditions in Europe
returned to normal, demand dropped, but output was still increasing,
thanks to farmers’ investments in new fertilizers, seed strains, and machin-
ery. At the same time, farms in Canada, Australia, Argentina, and Brazil
joined in flooding the world market with excess produce, There was no
market for all that farmers could grow. Nearly half a million Americans lost
their farms, unable to meet their mortgage payments and equipment loans.
Many independent farmers, rather than mortgaging their farms or becom-
ing tenants, simply gave up. For the first time in the nation’s history, the
total number of farms dropped. Thirteen million acres of cultivated land
were abandoned between 1920 and 1930, i

In these years, a new pattern was emerging in American agriculture.
Large, well-financed farms now produced more and more of the country’s
agricultural output. By 1930, half the nation’s farms yielded nearly go per-
cent of the cash crop. Large midwestern grain growers prospered by using
mechanized equipment. Immense vegetable farms and fruit orchards
thrived in California and Florida by shipping fresh produce to colder
regions during the winter, Huge farms exploited both impoverished work-
ers and new technologies, and settled farmers without much land or capital
could not compete with themn.
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ten tirnes as much fabor as required for
an acre of wheat. As many as 200,000
farm laborers worked in California dur-
ing the 1920s, three-quarters of them
Mexican. Because demand for agricul-
tural labor peaked at harvest time, these
workers moved from region to region as
the crops ripened. Children and parents
worked side by side in the fields, with
little opportunity for social life or school-
ing, Living conditions were atrocious.
Thus, whether within the emerging
“agribusiness” of California or on the
family farms of the Midwest, economic
hard times were a fact of life for rural
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laborers well before the rest of the coun-
try experienced them in 1929. Southern cotton growers particularly faced
hard times in years when bumper crops drove prices down. Even worse off
were the millions of sharecroppers and tenants. As Alabama sharecropper
Ned Cobb put it, “Every time cotton dropped, it hurt the farmer. Had to pay
as much rent, had to pay as much for guano [fertilizer], but didn’t get as
much for his crop.” Millions of farmers never recovered from the drastic fall
in tobacco, cotton, and wheat prices that followed the giddy expansion of
World War 1. :

'The crisis in agriculture revived rural protest and political activism. The
Non-Partisan League, founded in North Dakota in 1915 and concentrated in
the upper Midwest, campaigned for state ownership of grain elevators,
packinghouses, and flour mills; state hail insurance; easy rural credit; and
tax exemptions for farm improvements. In North Dakota, the League had
elected a state governor and other officials and had instituted much of its
program by 1920, But in 1921, League opponents forced a recall election that
ousted the governor and attorney general and weakened the League’s infiu-
ence. The American Farm Bureau Federation also promoted farmers’ inter-
ests but through more conservative channels, stressing cooperative
matketing to increase farmers’ bargaining power. County agricultural
extension agents (appointed in every rural county under the federal Agri-
cultural Educational Extension Act of 1914) encouraged farmers to join the
federation rather than more radical farm organizations.

The “Snake Doctor” Invades
New Fields

This New York Fvening Mail
cartoon ridiculed the efforts of
the Non-Partisan League to
spur radical reforms in U.S.
agriculturat policies. Albert Reid,
Naw York Evening Mail, 1921 —
American Social History Project.
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-Many farmers pinned their hopes on the McNary-Haugen bill, which
was designed to restore the prewar relationship between farm prices and
industrial prices—a balance between farm product prices and expenses
that came to be known as parity. The bill would have set up a government
corporation to purchase the agricultural surplus and sell it abroad; tariffs
were to protect domestic prices, Congress passed the bill in 1927 and 1928,
but President Coolidge vetoed it. The plan was adopted during the New
Deal, however, and became a cornerstone of U.S. farm policy.

Organized Labor in Decline Like farmers, unions suffered in the con-

sumer econony of the 1920s. The once militant labor movement that had
led the 1919 strikes virtually disappeared. Conservative labor [eaders pro-
vided a small elite of craft workers with union representation, but most
other workers had to fend for themselves.

Employers uged the economic downturn of 1920 and 1921 as an oppor-
tunity to reverse labor’s wartime gains; they stashed wages and increased
hours, often in violation of union contracts, Building on wartime patriot-
ism and the Red scare, they portrayed union shop contracts, which required
all employees to join unions, as an infringement on American liberties.
They launched a drive for the “open shop,” 2 workplace in which union
membership either was not required or was forbidden, By late 1923, union
membership had fallen to 3.6 million, from a high of over 5 million in 1920.
For the rest of the decade, membership continued to decline despite organ-
izing efforts by radical unions such as the National Textile Workers Union
campaign in Southern textile mills. Weakened by membership losses,
disheartened by defeat, and confronted by hostile employers and un-
sympathetic government officials, unions made vittually no progress in
organizing the rapidly growing automobile, electrical equipment, and
petrochemical industries.

A slightly more encouraging picture emerged initially among the 15,000
sleeping-car porters who worked for the Pullman Company, the manufac-
turer and administrator of railroad sleeping cars and the country’s largest
black employer. It 1925, the most important black union in U.S. history, the
Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters (BSCP), was founded under the lead-
ership of socialist A. Philip Randolph. Thousands of porters soon joined.
But the Pullman Company refused to recognize the union, fired several of
its leaders, and began hiring Filipino porters to warn African Americans
that they could be replaced, Then the AFL, reflecting in part the labor move-
ment’s racism in the 1920s, refused to charter the union. By the end of the
decade, the BSCP was down to a few hundred members, mirroring the gen-
eral decline of organized labor in the conservative climate of the 1920s.

In industries that were dominated by a few large companies, employers
promoted stable labor relations with relatively high wages, benefits, or




“Let’s Stand Together, Workers”

The 1929 Communist-led “Mill Mother’s Lament”

strike at the Loray Mill We leave our home in the morning,

in Gastonia, North We kiss our children goodbye,

Carolina, captured na- While we slave for the bosses,

tional attention, in part Our children scream and cry.

b the viol

ecaiise of the viaenee And when we draw our money
that accompanied it. .
. Our grocery bills to pay,
These two documents il- .
. Not a cent to spend for clothing,
lustrate very different
. Not a cent to lay away. i

appeals in support of the |

strikers. The firstis a And on that very evening, :

song, “Mill Mother’s Our little son will say:

Lament,” written by Ella “I need some shoes, dear mother,

May Wiggins, a twenty- And so does sister May”
! nine-year-old millworker How it grieves the heart of a mother |
E and mother of five who You every one must know.

was killed by vigilantes But we can’t buy for our children, ;

during the strike. The Our wages are too low.

second is a reporter’s de-
scription of a strikers’
prayer meeting.

It is for our little children

That seem to us so deary,

But for us nor them, dear workers,
The bosses do not care,

But understand, all workers,
Our union they do fear,

Let’s stand together, workers,
And have a union here. i

Jacquelyn Dowd Hall et al. Like a Family: The Making of a Southern Cotton Mill
World (1087),

“I Call God to Witness”

The strikers today went back to the fandamentals which they brought
with them from the mountains. Kneeling on an old store counter sal-
vaged out of the wreckage of the strikers’ headquarters, I. J. Crabtree,
minister of the Church of God, prayed for divine gnidance of the
strike, As the old man prayed, a group of strikers stood with bowed
heads and as he came to a close fully a dozen joined in the “Amen.” . ..
Brother Crabtree then preached. His text was “Deliver me, oh Lord,
from the evil man; preserve me from the violent man”“I call God to
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Wetfare Capitatism

and Its Conceits

A 1g2g installment of |, R.
Williams’s popular comic strip
Out Our Way poked fun at the il-
tusions held by some workers
who bought stocks in the com-
panies that employed them. |, R,
wiltiams, Labor Age, March 1929 —
American Social History Project.

witness who has been the violent man in this strike,” the _.p".rééc_:her said.
“But we must bear it. St. Paul and Silas had to go through with it, and
today they sit 2-singing around the great white throne. In a few days
you'll be a-singing through the streets of Loray with good wages. God’s

a poor man’s God. Jesus Christ himself was born in an old ox-barn in
Bethiehem. He was kicked about, speared about, and finally nailed ona -
cross. And for what? For sin. It's a sin that’s causing this trouble. Sin of
the rich man, the man who thinks he’s rich. . . .

Liston Pope, Millhands and Preachers (1942},

employee welfare programs, Ford’s Five-Dollar Day was only the most gener-
ous of a wide range of paternalistic plans that large employers adopted. Some
offered stock-purchase plans, pensions, subsidized housing and mortgages,
insurance, and sports programs. In southern textile towns, companies built
churches and paid ministers’ salaries. Some of these programs were aimed
specifically at reducing labor turnover, particularly among skilled workers.
“Company unions” — created to keep out worker-controlled unions, build
employee loyalty, and settle grievances—ran many welfare programs.

Industries with many small, compet-

RIDICULING EMPLOYEE STOCK OWNERSHIP ing producers generally paid lower wages
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. || and offered inferior conditions than
those that were controlled by a few large
firms. In the bituminous, or soft-coal,
FR71l industry, high wartime prices had
prompted the opening of many new
mines, particularly in Kentucky and West
Virginia. But when demand fell after the
war, with competition from oil, natural
gas, and hydroelectric power, there were
too many mines and miners. Discour-
aged, many young men left the mining
towns for growing industrial cities such
as Akron, Ohio, and Flint, Michigan.

Tn 1922, 600,000 members of the
United Mine Workers of America
(UMWA), the country’s largest and most
powerful union, struck for over four
months in response to pay cuts. In
unionized mines in the North, most
operators gave in, but the union failed to
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win new contricts in nonunion mines, By
1926, two-thirds of the nation’s soft coal
came from nonunion pits. Hard-pressed
owners, determined to compete with new
Jow-priced international competition,
broke the unions and slashed workers’ pay,
Safety standards deteriorated, working
hours increased, and wages fell. By 1928,
union membership among soft-coal miners
had fallen to 80,000 from about half a mil-
lion in 1920.

Faced with stiff business opposition, a
conservative political climate, and declining
membership, AFL leadets grew increasingly

—_—
efhatoi-

cautious, especially after 1924, the year of

Samuel Gompers’s death and the La Follette campaign. Unions confronted
new legal barriers after a series of U.S. Supreme Court decisions that upheld
“vellow-dog” contracts, in which workers promised when hired that they
would never join a union. No charismatic new leader rose to the occasion.
Gompers’s replacement, UMWA secretary-treasurer William Green, was,
contemporary remarked, “as plain, as plodding, and as undramatic as his
name?” (The head of the miners’ union, John L. Lewis, unkindly reflected:
“Explore the mind of Bill Green. . . . I have done a lot of exploring of Bill's
mind and I give you my word there is nothing there?”) Green reinforced the
conservative and conventional direction in which the Jabor movement was
already heading when he took charge. Radicals viewed AFL leaders such as
Green as overpaid functionaries who were more interested in feathering
their own nests than in organizing the unorganized.

The Expansion of American Consumer Culture

The undeslying problems of the economy were not inimediately apparent to
most contemporary observers. They preferred to focus on the more obvious
transformations that the new consumer economy and mass culture were
bringing to everyday life: the electric appliances appearing in the nation’s
homes, the automobiles crowding the streets, the advertisements filling the
glossy mass circulation magazines, the radio programs permeating the air-
waves, and the ornate movie palaces sprouting up downtown.

The “New Era” brought both continuity and change for women and

African Americans. Women, for example, continued to work for consider-

A, F. of L. Delegates

A cartoon by Witliam Gropper
that was published in the
Communist Yiddish newspaper
Freiheit (and reprinted in
English in the New Masses)
caricatured delegates to a 1926
American Federation of Labar
convention in Atlantic City.
“Well, boys,” the caption read,
“We had a swelt convention.
Now for the gravy.” William Grop-
per, New Masses, November 1926 —
Prints and Photographs Division,
Library of Congress.

ably lower wages than men even as they ventured into polling places and
jury boxes, challenged Victorian restrictions on their behavior, and partook
of the pew consumer culture. Most black Americans remained mired in
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poverty in the Jim Crow South, but even some of them were able to acquire
the most important symbol of the consumer econermy: an automobile. In
addition, tens of thousands of African Americans headed north to seek a
better life. Although they faced discrimination in the North as well, it did
provide greater freedoms, which, in turn, fostered both pelitical militancy
and a rich urban culture,

Transformations in Daily Life  Across the country, builders scrambled to
ease a serious housing shortage. Six million new homes went up between
1922 and 1929, twice as many as in any previous seven-year period. Well over
half were single-family dwellings. Although fewer than haif of all American
families owned their homes and brand-new houses were beyond the means
of most working-class families, the growth of mortgage financing allowed
more of them than ever before to become homeowners.

Residential patterns remained economically and racially segregated. As
cities grew, better-off workers moved outward, while poorer families took
over the neighborhoods that were being abandoned. Suburban areas grew
twice as rapidly as the center cities did. To keep out African Americans,
Asians, Mexicans, and Jews, some suburban towns adopted zoning regula-
tions or “restrictive covenants,” special clauses that were written into deeds
to regulate the sale of Jand and houses. '

But wherever Americans lived, dramatic changes were taking place
inside their homes as well, Qil furnaces, radios, toasters, irons, vacuum
cleaners, and wringer washing machines appeared even in working-class
homes during the 1920s. Prepared and packaged foods could be found on
many working people’s tables, and cleaning products were now purchased
rather than being made at home, as in the past (Figure 7.1).

Throughout the decade, as appliances multiplied, the use of electricity
increased. More than two-thirds of U.S. households were wired by 1930 —
doubte the proportion of a decade before. Some electric companies offered
wiring services on the installment plan. As new power plants came on line,
the price of power dropped by one-third between 1912 and 1930. At first,
most homes used only a few electric lights, but as electricity got cheaper,
people installed more fights, bought more appliances, and used more cur-
rent. By 1926, more than half the houses in Zanesville, Ohio, had electric
irons and vacuum cleaners, and one-fifth had toasters. Still, the average res-
idential customer in 1930 used only 547 kilowatt hours annually. Customers
in the early 20005 would use almost twenty times that much.

Farm homes lagged far behind city ones in household technologies and
utilities. Nearly three of every four urban families had bathrooms, but only
one in three rural families did. Similarly, only about 10 percent of farms had
electricity in 1930, compared with 85 percent of urban and small-town
dwellings. Many prosperous farmers bought appliances that ran on gas, but
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almost three-quarters of the farm homes in the Midwest had no modern
household equipment at all, although many had automobiles and tractors.

Still, tens of millions of Americans lived outside the boundaries of the
consumer economy, unable to afford new clothes, automobiles, or the many
other products that were part of Americans rising expectations during the
1920s. A third of all families lived in houses that one expert categorized as
below “any decent standard.” Times of unemployment, seasonal layoffs, or
sickness threw blue-collar workers into hard times. “When my husband’s
working steady,” a roofer’s wife explained, “T can just manage, but when
he’s out [of work], things go back” First she stopped sending her wash to the
commercial laundry and did it by hand in the kitchen sink. Then she cut
back on food. Then, she explained, “the rent goes behind.”

Autos for the Masses The single most important product in the new
culture of consumption was the automobile, and the number of cars that
were manufactured more than tripled during the 1920s. By 1929, almost
half the families in the United States owned a car —a level that was not
reached in England until 1970. “Why on earth do you need to study what's
changing this country?” a Muncie, Indiana, resident asked sociologists
Robert and Helen Tynd. “I can tell you what's happening in just four letters:
AU-T-OF

The automobile transformed not only the way Americans spent their
ieisure time, but also the economic and physical landscape. The automo-
bile industry in 1929 accounted for nearly 13 percent of the value of all

FIGURE 7.2 A Consumer
Revolution?: The Production of
Consumer Goods, 19201930

New consumer goods and ap-
pliances spread unevenly
across the nation in the 1920,
The most rapid growth came

in the production of cars and
radios. Labor-saving devices for
the home appeared much more
slowly. As late as 1930, fewer
than one-quarter of American
families owned washing
machines, and fewer than one-
third had vacuum cleaners,
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Model Kitchens

A quarter of a century sepa-
rated these two “model
kitchens” that demonstrate
how technology and new con-
sumer products — including
washing machines and vacuum
cleaners — changed house-
worl, The wood stove in the
1899 kitchen, for example,
stands in sharp contrast to the
1924 showcase electric stove,
Nevertheless, some innovations
were far beyond the means of
many American families; over
one-third of all U.S. househaolds
still had wood or coal stoves in
1940. Anna Leach, “Sclence I the
Modern Kitchen,” Cosmopolitan,
May 1899 — Amerlcan Soclal History
Project; Prints and Photographs
Divisian, Library of Congress.

manufactured goods; it employed 375,000 workers directly and millions
more indirectly. Fifteen percent of the nation’s steel went into auto bodies
and parts, and 8o percent of its rubber went into tires. Furthermore, the
auto industry generated and supported secondary industries and busi-
nesses, supplying Americans with tires, new highways, and parking lots.
New demands for insurance and consumer credit stimulated financial mar-
kets. Whole cities grew up around auntomobile production. Detroit grew
from a population of 285,000 in 1900 to 1.5 million in 1930.

At the beginning of the decade, Henry Ford and the Ford Motor Com-
pany dominated the automobile market. Ford was selling transportation,
not style, and he emphasized production: the most efficient factories, the
lowest price for cars, the Jargest market. To those ends, during World War T,
Ford had developed the huge River Rouge complex in Dearborn, Michigan.




“WWe Rode the Public a Little Qurselves”

To sell its Model T, the
Ford Motor Company
established a national

network of sales agencies.

These were independent
businesses, but as one
rural dealer recalled,
they were forced by Ford
to meet sales guotas. To
do so, they sometimes
used unethical practices.

Monthly Magazine, June 1927.

When 1 first took the agency I was my own boss like any other business
man, selling as many cars as T could and buying more when | needed
them. . . . Then one day a representative of the [Ford] Company came
to see me . . . and said ten cars a month was not enough for a dealer
like e to sell. It seems the Company had made a survey of my terri-
tory and decided that the sales possibilities were much greater. Benson
[the Ford representative] said my quota had been fixed at twenty carsa
month, and from then on that number would be shipped to me.

Naturally, I got a little hot under the collar at this kind of proposi-
tion, and I told Benson where he could get off at, . . . Benson was pretty
hard boiled. . . . Bither I could buy twenty cars a month or the Com-
pany would find another agent. . ..

Well, I finally decided to take a chance on twenty cars a month
rather than lose the agency. . . . But I sure got it in the neck when the
slump of 1920 came on. If anyone wants to know what hard times are
he ought to try to do business in a Western farming community during
a panic, . . . From September to January of that year I sold exactly four
cars. ...

I am willing to confess that we rode the public a little ourselves
while we were getting rid of our big surplus of cars. There are always
people that you can sell anything to if you hammer them hard enough.
We had a salesman named Nichols who was a humdinger af running
down prospects, and one day he told me he had a fellow on the string
with a couple of hundred dollars who would buy a car if we would give
him a little extra time on the balance. This prospect was a young fellow
that had come out West on account of his health and was trying to
make a living for his family as an expert accountant. Just at that time
the referee in the bankruptcy was doing most of the accounting busi-
ness around town, and I knew the young fellow wasn’t getting on at ail.
He had about as much use for a car as a jack rabbit. . . .

Well we went ahead and made the sale, but we never got any more
payments. The young fellow took to his bed just after that, and the
church people had to look out for him and his family until he died. In
the final showdown it turned out that the two-hundred dollar equity in
the car was everything they had on earth, and by the time we [repos-
sessed] it and sold it as a trade-in there wasn’t anything at all. I gave
twenty dolfars toward his funeral expenses.

“Confessions of a Ford Dealer, as told to Jesse Rainsford Sprague,” Harper’s
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Assembly Line, 1928
Automobile worlers at the end
of an assembly line at the Ford
River Rouge plant are shown
here putting the finishing
touches on the stylish new
Model A, which replaced the
basic black Model T in 1927.
Henry Ford Museum and Greenfield
Village.

This vertically integrated manufacturing operation had its own port, steel
mill, power plant, and railroad, and it operated the world’s largest foundry.
At its height, the River Rouge complex was the largest factory in the United
States, employing more than 75,000 workers. “Fordist” methods— reducing
labor costs and increasing output through the use of machinery, keeping
prices low and wages high — paid off {sec Chapter 4). In 1921, the Ford
Motor Company controlled more than half of the U.S. automobile market.
The price of a Model T-—$gs0 in 1909—dropped to $290 by 1924.

Ford’s main rival, General Motors (GM), took a different approach.
GM president Alfred P. Sloan, Jr,, believed that Americans with rising
incomes would choose cars not only for their price, but also for their com-
fort and style. Accordingly, in the late 19205, GM began to offer a wide range
of styles and prices, changing them every year, Sloan called this approach
“the laws’ of Paris dressmakers”: “keep the consumer dissatisfied” and eager
to buy a new and fancier model. Thus, the company maintained five sepa-
rate car divisions, ranging from Cadillac, which made the fewest, most
expensive automaobiles, to Chevrolet, which mass-produced low-priced
vehicles.

Increasingly, working people found it easier to afford cars, although
perhaps not the models they longed for. For many decades, the mstallment
plan had enabled seamstresses and farmers to buy sewing machines and
harvesters. Now three major companies, including GM, financed the post-
war auto boom by offering loans ta buyers.
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Farmers and people in small towns were the first to purchase cars in
massive numbers. About three of every ten farm families in the Midwest
bought their first cars during the 1920s; by 1930, almost nine of every ten
farm farmilies in Iowa, Kansas, Minnesota, Nebraska, and the Dakotas
awned cars. For these people, living far from stores and neighbors, automo-
biles filled a real need and transformed rural social life. One farm woman
thought it obvious why her family had bought a Model T before equipping
their home with indoor plumbing. “Why, you can’t go to town in a bathtub,”
she told an inquiring government official (Figure 7.2).

Even some poor farmers scrimped and saved to buy secondhand ve-
hicles. About half of white Georgia sharecroppers owned cars by the mid-
19305, Aurtos weakened the tyrannical grip of southern plantation owners
and local merchants because farmers could patronize more distant stores,
banks, and cotton gins. Black sharecropper Ned Cobb viewed cars as a work
incentive to his sons: “my boys, anyway, they done got big enough to go and
correspond girls,” he later recalled, and he decided to “buy me a new Ford to
please them.”

The automobile changed life in the city, too. Cars enabled people to live
fatther from work. No longer dependent on public transportation, Ameri-
cans moved away from older working-class neighborhoods and into the
suburbs. The new mobility was accompanied by a sense of freedom and
control. For young people, the automobile offered the means to socialize
away from their parents. For workers in increasingly routinized jobs, it
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FIGURE 7.2 America Goes
Driving: Automobile Sales and
Registrations, 1900-1946

This chart documents the rapid
increase In cay ownership in the
first haif of the twentieth cen-
tary. Wartime restrictions on
driving and automobile produc-
tion led to the fall-off in car
sales and registrations in the
early 19405, ‘
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The Mose Beanriful Car iu America

VT £lido HOME JOUNNAL fueled a growing tendEHCY to make !

recreation a part of everyday life, not just '
an occasional event. Like other con-
sumer industries, the automobile makers
began manufacturing not only products,
but also desires, Ultimately, GM’s
emphasis on marketing proved imore
effective than Ford’s stress on manufac-
turing, Ford was forced to abandon the
Model T, to introduce and advertise new
models and colors, and to maove toward
more flexible manufacturing methods,
Henry Ford’s vision of extreme stan-
dardization aid continuous price reduc-
tion was on its way out. Replacing it was |
a more sophisticated form of mass
production, based on creating and
then fulfilling ever- changmg consumer
dernands.

The Creation of Customers  If manu-
facturers such as Ford were the captains
of industry, advertising men could be
seen as the captains of consumerism,
charged with manufacturing dreams and
creating new wants. Some advertise-

Automobiles to Match Milady’s
Maod

This 1927 advertisement for
Paige~Jewett cars suggests how
manufacturers and advertising
firms used colors and new
styles to differentiate their
products from those of com-
petitors. Buying hecame
confused with self-expression
as consumers were urged to
purchase products as & way to
display individual taste and dis-
tinction. Ladies’ Home Journal,
February 1929 — American Social
Histery Project,

ments associated products with a desir-
able 11festy1e “Men at the top are apt to be pipe-smokers” .read an ad for
Edgeworth Pipe Tobacco. Others tried to undermine 'people s reliance on
traditional sources of advice and authority— parents, friends, and neigh-
bors—so that they would trust manufacturers’ claims instead. Some
pointed out the dire consequences of not purchasing a product: “A single
contact with inferior toilet paper,” warned a Scott Paper ad, “ﬁmy start the
way for serious infection—and a Jong, painful illness”

Despite advertisers’ suggestion that everybody had to have the Jatest of
everything, most families set their own priorities and purchased the things
they wanted most. “It is not uncommeon,” the Lynds wrote about Muncie,
“to observe 1890 and 1924 habits jostling along side by side” A family might
have “primitive back-yard water or sewage habits” but own an automobile,
an electric iron, or a vacuum cleaner.

Consumption varied from town to town and from region to region but
was partlcularly conspicuous in places such as Flint, Michigan, which was
experlencmg an economic boom. Flint’s auto industry drew large numbers
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of young workers to the city. Unre-
stricted by community traditions and
family obligations, they eagerly adopted
the ethic of consumption, buying cars
and clothing on the instaliment plan.
Young single women, too, went into debt
to buy stylish clothes. Dressed for a night
out, workers flocked to Fint’s movie the-
aters, dance halls, and bowling alleys,
Some businessmen argued that the
Flint situation was ideal, that the high
wages that were common in the auto
industry would not only maintain labor
peace, but also enlarge the pool of pur-
chasers for consumer products. Boston
reformer and department store owner
BEdward A. Filene believed that the very
idea of mass production was “based

T

upon a clear understanding that
increased production demands in-
creased buying, and that the greatest
total profits can be obtained only if the
masses can and do enjoy a higher and
ever higher standard of living. . . . Mass
production is . . . production for the

taarasls featn Lpepassey W W
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masses.”

Mass Culture: Radio, Music, and the Movies The new consummer cul-
ture was accompanied by the rise of a truly national popular culture. Popu-
lar entertainments such as radio, recorded music, and motion pictures
pulled previously isolated social groups into the mainstream. At the same
time, however, they divided families by appealing differently to members of
different generations. As they reached their wide audiences, these entertain-
ment forms created new desires and aspirations, reinforcing the develop~
ment of a consumer culture.

By 1926, more than four million radios had made their way into Amer-
ican homes. Families and neighbors gathered in homes and shops to listen
to drama, comedy, and crop and weather reports. For the first time, millions
of Americans could hear the president’s voice, the roaring crowds at the
World Series, and the very best professional musicians.

Businesspeople quickly realized that radio offered a wonderful new
medium for peddling their wares, Within a few years, companies were spon-
soring programs that incorporated commercials featuring “branded

“Smoked Continuousty from
Trepassey to Wales”

In this 1928 advertisement,
aviator Amelia Earhart, the first
waman to camplete a solo flight
across the Atlantic, testifies to
the pacifying virtues of Lucky
Strikes. Amarican Soclal History
Project,
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Graham McNamee was
the most popular radio
announcer of the 19205,
The flood of mail he re-
ceived fromn listeners
included many letters,
like this one, asking for
help in finding a spouse.

“A Single Maiden, Never Wed”

Dear Mz, McNamee:

Knowing your great station and its very pleasing official voice
reaches into many homes and distant places, it occurred to me that, in
view of the fact that I have given the early years of my life to educa-
tional advancement by studying nights and working by day, I am now
in the thirties, in the best of health, with several degrees and now com-
pleting a course in radio Engincering.

1 own a farm on the highway to , built my own horme
and garage, but am waiting for a suitable bird to put in the nest. T have
partitioned off nothing so far, but want a Protestant girl of settled
habits, strong moral fiber, of German, Scotch, or American parentage,
of the old school, who can cook the old-fashioned way, loves children,
nature, flowers, who will be a real mother and home-maker.

Probably among your many listeners there is a single maiden,
never wed, who is looking for such an opportunity, for T am a bachelor
self-made in every sense.

Yours,
P.S, You may read my letter to your listeners,

Raobert Sklaz, ed., The Plastic Age 1917-1930 (1970).

performers” such as the Ipana {toothpaste) Troubadours, the A&P Gypsies,
and “Paul Oliver” and “Olive Palmer,” who performed for the Palmolive
Company. By 1928, national networks had been established on an explicitly
commercial basis to sell expensive radio time. Filling that time were new
forms of sponsored programming, such as Pepsodent toothpaste’s Amos s’
Andy, an enormously popular comedy show about African Americans
{played by white actors), which premiered in 1928.

Bven rural Americans listened to radios powered by batteries or wind-
mills, The new medium gave them vital information about commodity
prices and weather. Soon, the Department of Agriculture was providing
radio stations with scripts for lessons on dairy production, livestock feed-
ing, and cooking. The National Farm and Home Hour, which debuted on
NBC stations in 1928, provided forty-five minutes of music, weather and
crop forecasts, and information on soil improvement and home economics.
Just as important, the radio kept farm women company as they churned
butter and made beds. As one Missouri farmer wrote to a radio station in
1923: “We hillbillies out in the sticks look upon radio as a blessing direct
from God.” '
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Local and ethnic radio broadcasts
flourished alongside the emerging
national shows. In every city, scores of
low-powered stations carried foreign-
language programs. Stars of foreign-
language tadio shows became important
figures in the ethnic enclaves.

Ethnic audiences could also buy
phonograph records made in foreign
languages. By the mid-1920s, phono-
graphs were affordable luxuries for
working people. Like radios, they were
sold at widely ranging prices, depending
on the quality of their cabinets as well as
their working parts. “Race records,” mat-
Leted to black audiences, brought black
music to far-flung corners of the United
States. In just six months 11923, blues

singer Bessie Smith’s first recording,
“Downhearted Blues” sold 750,000
copies.

Theater owners also adapted the o
movies to the needs of ethnic commiu-
nities by combining films with live entertainment, often directed at a local
audience. In the packinghouse district of Chicago, a Polish play accompa-
nied the film; in Little Sicily, Italian music could be heard at the movie
house. In “The Stroll,” Chicago’s African American entertainment district,
blues artists played on the same bill as the movie.

Before World War I, moviegoers had been mainly urban, working-class
imrmigrants, but during and after the war, movie theaters sprang up even in
remote towns. By the mid-1920s, there were more than twenty thousand
movie theaters in the United States. In Carrboro, North Carolina, a small
mill town without electricity, the only entertainments had once been base-
ball, hunting and fishing, music, and conversation. Now, with a movie
house equipped with a gasoline-powered generator, mill families could see
the latest newsreels and movies. Carrboro was becoming less isolated (Fig-
utre 7.3 ).

At the same time that movies were arriving in gmall towns, film distrib-
utors began building large, ornate movie palaces in the cities. One Baltimore
theater featured a 110-person orchestra, a mammoth organ, and fourteen
pianos. Workers took the streetcar, and middle-class people drove down-

town, to see new kinds of films at these theaters-—at first, silent features

Los Madrugadores: Early-
Morning Radio Stars
Avibrant musical commitnity
for Mexican music emerged in
southern California in the 192058
and 19305 with the growth of
the Mexican population, the ar-
rival of immigrant musicians,
and the rise of radio. Las Ange-
les commercial radio stations
featured many hours of
Spanish-language program-
ming, often aired in the “dead”
early-morning hours of the
radio schedule. Longshoreman
Pedro |. Gonzalez (jin the center
of the photograph} formed Los
Madrugadores (“The Early
Risers”) with other Mexican im-
migrants, As the group’s name
suggested, its music reached
an audience of working people
as they prepared for early-
moring work shifts, UCLA
Chicano Studies Research Library.
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FIGURE 7.3 Take Me Out
to the Ballgame , .,
and the Movies

New baseball parks, radio
broadcasts of games, and the
emergence of sport pages In
daily newspapers all helped to
boost baseball attendance in
the 19208, Movie attendance
also grew significantly, reflect-
ing the expansien of movie
theaters to small towns across
the country, the appeal of Holly-
wood productions, and the
expanding economy.
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running an hour or more and eventually, in the late 1920s, “talking pictures”
By 1930, a total of 100 million movie tickets were being sold every week.
The urban movie palaces had their counterpart in what one film histo-
rian calls “new palaces of production” — vast studio lots with shooting
stages, film labs, and costume shops— centered in southern California,
especially “Hollywood,” a word that came to describe the movie industry
itself, not just its most famous center of production. Starting in 1906 and
accelerating thereafter, movie companies headed west to California,
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Paradise in the fovie Palace

Designed by renowned archi-
tect lohn Eberson, the Chicago
Paradise, which opened in
1928, was one of the grandest
of the new movie palaces.
Dubbed “the World’s Most
Beautiful Theater” by Chicago
theater entrepreneut’s Balaban
and Katz, the Paradise had a
half-block-long French-inspired
Second Empire exterior, featuy-
ing a marguee emblazoned with
more than 10,000 light bulbs
and a seven-stary entrance
tower, Patrons entered an outer
fobby that had a soaring domed
ceiting painted with constella-
tions and clouds, In the vast
auditorium, a sculpture of three
horses pulling a chariot was set
above the proscenium arch, ap-
pearing to galiop towards the
audience. Chicage Architectural
Photographing Compary Collectton,
Theatre Historical Society of Amer-
ica, Elmhurst, Ilinois.

seeking sunny weather, low taxes, and weak unions, By 1919, moxe than four-
fifths of the world’s movies were produced in the 1.os Angeles area.

Businessmen embraced the new popular culture of Hollywood because
it stimulated consumption. People wanted to own the cars and clothes they
saw in movies and magazines. Young people and adults began modeling
their clothing, speech, and behavior after stars of movies, vaudeville, radio,
and professional sports.

Many of the new celebrities came from working-class, immigrani back-
grounds. Rudolph Valentino, Hollywood’s top male romantic lead, had been
born in Castellaneta, Italy. The great magician Harry Houdini was the son
of a Jewish tailor. And baseball slugger Babe Ruth, the descendant of
German immigrants, came from a poor neighborhood on the Baltimore
waterfront. Fans adored these celebrities in part because they spurned the
Protestant middle-class values of self-restraint, hard work, and “character”
Valentino’s erotic portrayal of exotic and passionate characters in movies
such as The Sheik challenged the Victorian ideal of restrained and decorous
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Composograph

When it began publication in
1924, Bernarr Macfadden’s New
York Graphic claimed to iraugu-
rate a new brand of journalism,
Its brazen exploitation of the
sensational; focus en crime,
gossip, sex, and scandals; and
utter disregard for the truth set
a model that tabloid jeurnalism
follows to this day. Its inven-
tiveness extended to
publication of “composo-
graphs,” retouched
photographic collages that
claimed to show events that
were never actually caught on
fitm, such as movie ldol
Rudolph Valentina's 1926 eper-
ation, from which he never
recovered, The Graphic itself
was short-lived, going out of
business in 1932, New York
Graphic, 1926 — Prinis and Pho-
tographs Division, Library of
Congress,

masculinity. Followers celebrated Ruth not only for his extraordinary
athletic accomplishments, but also for his oversized appetites for food,
clothes, alcohol, and sex.

These icons of mass culture competed with the traditional values of
families and local communities in providing the primary channels for chil-
dren’s access to the outside world. Generational conflict often resulted, espe-
cially in immigrant homes. Grace Gello, who grew up in an Italian family on
New York’s Lower East Side, remembered that she and her fiancé would
occasionally take the afternoon off from work to go to the movies. “We
didn’t do this too much because we were afraid of my father. He would say,
“I£ I catch you, I'll break your neck” i

For immigrants and their children and for farmers, miners, millwork-
exs, and laborers, movies provided a window on the middle- and upper-
class world, with which they had no direct contact. Kate Simon, a writer
who grew up among immigrants in the Bronx, New York, recalled that from
movies, “we learned how tennis was played and golf, what a swimming pool
was and what to wear if you ever got to drive a car . . . and of course we
learned about Love, a very foreign country like maybe China or Connec-
ticut”

In a sense, all of America was Americanizing, Mass culture was not only
Americanizing immigrants, it was also redefining the nation’s values. Such
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changes proved threatening, particularly
to traditional arbiters of public values—
ministers, political leaders, palice offi-
cials, social worlkers, and academics—
who generally opposed change.
Although the movie moguls profited
from their role as the nation’s new cul-
taral brokers, they also worried that if
they went too far, they would provoke
censorship and attack, a serious concern,
since so many of them were themselves
immigrants, After a youang actress was
found dead in the aftermath of a
drunken party hosted by “Patty”
Arbuckle, one of the nation’s favorite
film comedians, the producers realized
that they needed a frontman. For $150,000 a year, they hired Will Hays, Pres-
ident Harding’s postmaster general and an elder of the Presbyterian Church,
to set up a system of industry seif-policing. Baseball owners had followed a
similar strategy a few years earlier, after the scandal when gamblers fixed the
1919 World Series.

Women as Workers and Consumers  “In an age where the emphasis is on
consumption,” social scientist Lorine Pruette comimented in 1929, “women
need wages . . . to keep themselves afloat on the tide. . .. The manufacturers
need the women as consurners, need the two-wage family and its demands
to keep the factories going.” Indeed, to help their families survive or simply
to live more comfortably, increasing numbers of married women to ol jobs
outside the home during the 1920s. Their numbers were still modest; in
1930, fewer than 12 percent of all married women worked for wages, womern
who could afford to stay home generally did so. But those who did take jobs
were part of a long-term trend; since 1900, the percentage of married work-
ing women had doubled. Because poverty remained the most important
determinant of whether a woman worked, married black women were five
times as likely as married white women to be in the paid labor force.
Although more women entered the workforce in the 19208, they did not
do so on an equal basis with men. In 1929, the average working woman
earned only fifty-seven cents to a man’s dollar. A key reason for the dispar-
ity was that jobs were generally designated as “male” or “female.” For ex-
ample, both men and women, most of thermn white, could be found in all
types of clerical jobs, but bosses preferred women for routine tasks and men
for sales and genexal clerical posts. Employers rarely promoted women to
managerial positions.

Two Celebrities

Catcher Gabby Hartnett was
photographed as he exchanged
pteasantries with “Scarface” Al
Capone (who was lknown to
wield a bat himself on occa-
sion). The Chicago Cubs player
was autographing a baseball
for the gangster’s twelve-year-
old son at a charity game in
Comisley Parl. UPI/Corbis-
Bettmann.
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Suffragist Alice Paul
wrote the Equal Rights
Amendment. Introduced
in every session of Con-
gress since 1923, it passed
the House and Senate in
1972 but failed to be rati-
fied by the necessary
thirty-eight states.

The Equal Rights Amendment

Section 1. Equality of Rights under the law shall not be denied or
abridged by the United States or any state on account of sex.

Section 2. The Congress shall have the power to enforce, by appro-
priate legislation, the provisions of this article.

Section 3. This amendment shall take effect two years after the date
of ratification.

Congressional Record, 1923-1972.

To lower costs, companies introduced a variety of calculating machines
and dictaphones (recording machines that eliminated the need for short-
hand skilis). Following scientific management practices, companies divided
the worlk process into narrow, highly routinized jobs, and the pace of cleri-
cal production increased. In large “typing pools,” women typed documents
for bosses they never saw. These pools more resembled light manufactur-
ing plants than the small company offices of an easlier era.

More satisfying career opportunities opened up in professions that
were filled primarily by college-educated women: social work, nursing,
teaching, and librarianship. A small but growing number of women found
jobs as lawyers, bankers, religious leaders, and editors. Although a handful
of these women became well known, most were marginalized, excluded
from power even in professions they dominated. Some professions almost
entirely excluded women. Most medical schools had quotas of just 5 percent
for women students; only a handful of hospitals would hire women interns,
The law schools of Columbia and Harvard would not consider admitting
women. All told, only 14 percent of wage-earning women occupied profes-
sional positions in 1930, while 19 percent held clerical positions and 30 per-
cent worked in domestic service or as waitresses and beanticians,

As women began to gain some economic independence, their legal and
social status began to change. Ratification of the Nineteenth Amendment
led to the extension of other legal rights; by the early 19208, women could
serve on juries in twenty states. But women did not use the vote to win
greater social and economic equality, as suffragists had long hoped. Prop-
erty, marriage, and divorce laws remained unfavorable to women. Fewer
women than men voted throughout the decade, and women voters made
choices on bases similar to those of men, shaped less by gender than by
class, regiomn, age, race, and religion. As a result, the major political parties
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In this mock dialogue
from Floyd Dell’s Qut-
line of Marriage (1926),

a savvy young wife ift-
structed a professor i

the ways of modertt
marriage. She frankly
endorsed birth control,
simplified housekeeping,
shared housework, and
paid work for womet. At
the same time, Dell’s
dinlogue affirmed a
romantic view of furn-
damental sexual dif-

L ferences. Circulated by

' the American Birth
Control League, the tract
L sought to win support
for contraception by por-
traying its place in
respectable, “modern”
martiages.

DEPRESSLON,

tove and Companionship C

AND INDUSTRIAL UNIONISM, 1914-1946

ame First: Floyd Dell on Modern Marriage

PROFESSOR: “You are married?”

YOUNG WOMAN: “Yes——very mauch so!” ...

Q. “How many children have you?”

A, “Two-—a boy and a gitl. Their names, if you think these people

would like to know, are Jack and Jill. Jack is four years, and Jill is ten

months old”
Q. “How does it happen
late in your marriage?”
A.“They didn’t ‘happen along ——that’s the answer! They were
planned for just that way.

Q. “But why didn’t you have them eartier?”

A, “It would have spoiled everything, We aren’t rich —my husband
.. It’'s a woman’s

and 1. We couldn’t afford to be parents any so0ner. .
business to know how not t0 be caught in that biologic trap—if she
wishes to control her own destiny. Knowledge is freedom”
Q. “You kept your job and were a wife at the same time. Didr’t that
imvolve a double burden?”
A.“No. We ate at restaurants for the most part—at home only :
when we especially wanted to. And we both helped get those meals, as if
we were on a picnic. We washed the dishes together —it’s fun when

you do it that way.
Did you keep them sewed on for him?”

Q. “How about his buttons?

A.“Not at all. He had managed about his buttons somehow before

he married me. He didn’t marry me to have his buttons sewed on.” :_'
Q.“What did he marry you for?” :
A. “For love-—and companionship.”

Q. “Weren’t you too tired after your

companion?”
A “Not a bit of it. Didn’t you ever hear of a working girl doing her

day’s work and then enjoying her evenings with her beaw?”
Q. “And you didn’t think it your duty to society t0 start right in

producing babiest”
A “What! as if there weren’t enough babies in the world already! 1t

was certainly my duty to society not to burden it with babies that

couldn’t be properly brought up.”
Q. “But you did have babies eventually”

A, “Yes, when we could better afford 10"

R

that your children have happened along so

i
2
L

day’s work to be a good

[ —
Floyd Deil. The Outline ofMarriage (American Birth Control League, 1926),

57-63.
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ignored women voters and women’s
issues. An Equal Rights Amendment
(ERA) to the Constitution repeatedly
failed to pass Congress, although it was
the focus for many middle- and upper-
class women activists. Supporters of
hard-won legislation to protect women
workers opposed the ERA, fearing that
it would invalidate those protections.
The only important legislative triumph
for the women’s movement in the 1920s
was the Sheppard-Towner Maternity and
Infancy Protection Act of 1921, which for
the first time provided federal funds for
health care,

Caltural habits may have changed
more than politics. The popular 19203
stereotype of the “flapper”—a “new
woman” who wore short, loose dresses
and used cosmetics, smoked and drank
in public, and embraced the sexual rev-
olution-— both mirrored and exagger-
ated the popular rejection of the genteel,
corseted Victorian feminine ideal of the
late nineteenth century. These changes

Teaching Old Dogs New Tricks

The slinky style of the flapper
was celebrated in the popular
press, most notably in the car-
toons of John Held, Ir. Cartoons
of high-stepping, bootlegging
high society quickly lost their
appeal, however, after the stock
market crashed in 1929, Life,
February 18, 1926 — Prints and Pho-
tographs Division, Library of
Congress.

did not come about overnight or affect
all women equally; working-class women had pioneered some of the new
attitudes before World War I, And while the 1920s brought much franker
and more open discussions of sexuality, sexual behavior had probably
begun to change eatlier than that. Whatever the date of the change, Ameri-
cans in the 19208 were waking up to the realization of a sexual revolution.
One study found that wornen who were born after 1900 were twice as likely
as those born earlier to have premarital sex. Birth control, more “Iridely
available and more reliable in the 19208, was one force behind the change in
behavior. “Rubber has revolutionized morals,” declared family court judge
Ben Lindsey in 1929,

African American Life in the 1920s and the Harlem Renaissance The
new consumer cqlture of the 19208 affected black Americans less than most
other groups. Most remained poor and in the rural South. Still the Great
Migration to the North continued and brought some profound changes as
824,000 African Americans left the South between 1920 and 1936. The black
populations of New York, Chicago, and Cleveland more than doubled; that
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of Detroit tripled. Some growth came

from West Indian immigration; by 1930, |’ THE SH AME []F AMERICA

0,000 foreign-born blacks lived in New _ ,
o s Do you know that the United Sfates is

Tfork alone. Many blackst \:vho remained ihe Ouly Land on Brth where human
in the South moved to cities; by the end beings are RURNED AT TG STAKE?

of the decade, one in five African Amer- . ) .
icans lived in a southern city, and more in Four ‘me]]gR];]]([))MmT“‘,;KS:I]{:;éT}\; P;Fgll;s Were Puplicly
African American men held blue-collar

jobs than farmed. These growing black 3436 _P‘e op E ¢ P’\}:}}Fh € (3‘ '}§?’ ?M Fgl 922
communities provided the basis for a R e '
relatively prosperous black urban cul-
ture, extracrdinary for its intellectual
and artistic accomplishments and signif-

Lynehing?

e vt B A e

& UNITED STATES

icant for its new political militancy. XD THE TYNGRNS G L PLRISEED
The movement into urban and THE REMEDY
blue-collar jObS did not end discrimina- The Dyer Anti-Lynching Bill Is Now Before the United States Senate

tion. African Americans could generally
get only the least attractive jobs. For

The i 240 i v fn n Frmmren, St
pimieaticrir WAk bdoret s e e omd At i 1 o
o e poe iyt

example, high-paying jobs in the auto ~Erhemmegy, | SRR T
i . L e e e e R oo the]
industry went almost exclusively to e .

white workers, Henry Ford, however, R B A B b T s
. B et b e Bt B Bghaths &
pursued a different strategy and had S b SR

. il NATIONAL 1 N EME
roughly 10,000 African American TONAL ASSOCIATIGN FOR THE ADVANCEMENT OF COLORED PEOPLE

employees by 1926. Ford’s hiring prac-
tices were not altruistic. The African American workers his company  “The Shame of America™

recruited, generally through local ministers, were unusually loyal —an  During November 1922, the
important consideration, given Ford’s fear of unions. NAACP ran this full page adver-
tisement in the New York Times

Asthe northern black working class expanded, opportunities developed ;4 other newspapers, pressing
for black professionals and businesspeople, and the African American class  for passage of an antilynching

structure became more complex. Most northern cities had a small black bt that had been introduced in
the House of Representatives

clite that included college-educated lawyers, doctors, and ministers who by Leonides Dyer of Missouri in
served black clienteles, along with successful musicians, saloonkeepers, and 1918, Although the hilt passed
dressmakers, many of whom catered to whites. A new black middle in the House by a two-to-one
class emerged to provide services— newspapers, drugstores, insurance, ?ajz:g:t: :ﬁiﬁ;szﬂzr?iu_
funerals— to their community. For example, Caribbean-born Vollington hssptered and defgated i‘{in the
Bristol used his savings from working as head belthop at Detroit’s Fairfax  U.S. Senate. New York 7imes,
Hotel to open a successful funeral parlor that catered to the city’s booming November 23, 1922 - American
black population. Black women’s clubs, which drew on the new middle soctal Histary Project
class, campaigned for community issues and became a political force in
Imany communities,

These developments fostered a new political militancy and heightened
racial pride throughout black America. African Americans who had fought

in or supported World War I demanded greater democracy at home. The

TS ADYERTIAEKEST 1 PAI FOREH PANY BY TL2 ANTHLYRCEING CRITARERY,
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“Speak, Garvey, Speal!”: A Followe

- Marcus Garvey's

speeches often drew huge
audiences, and stories of
Garvey’s stubborn resist-
ance in the face of white
hostility proliferated
among his supporters. In
an oral history interview,
devotee Audley Moore
remembered the Ja-
matcan'’s defiant

. behavior at a rally in
 New Orleans.

r Recalls a Garvey Rally
Queen Mother Audley Moorxe: They didn’t want Garvey to speak in
New Orleans. We had a delegation to go to the mayor, and the next
night, they allowed him to come, And we all was armed. Everybody had
bags of ammunition, too. So when Garvey came in, we applauded, and
the police were lined man to man along the line of each bench. So Mr.
Garvey said, “My friends, I want to apologize for not speaking to you
last night. But the reason I didn’t was because the mayor of the city of
New Orleans committed himself to act as a stooge for the police
department to prevent me from speaking.” And the police jumped up
and said, “I'll run you in.” When he did this, everybody jumped up on
the benches and pulled out their guns and just held the guns up in the
air and said, “Speak, Garvey, speak” And Garvey said, “As T was saying,”
and he went on and repeated what he had said before, and the police
filed out the hall like little puppy dogs with their tails behind them. So
that was radical enough. T had two guns with me, one in my bosom and
one in my pocketbook, little 38 specials.

Interview done by the Oral History of the American Left, Tamiment Library, NYU,

for the public radio program Grandma Was an Activist, producers Charlie Potter
and Beth Friend.

National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP)
benefited from this new spirit; by 1919, it had 91,000 members. The organi-
zation worked, largely through lobbying and the courts, for civil rights and
an end to lynching. It won some victories, such as a 1927 Supreme Court
decision (Nixon v. Herndon) that declared unconstitutional a Texas law bar-
ring blacks from voting in Democratic Party primaries. But the NAACP
failed to win equal voting rights or the allegiance of most poor African
Americans, who sometimes viewed it as a club for liberal whites and well-
to-do blacks such as Dr. L. A. Nixon, the black El Paso doctor who brought
the case against white-only primaries.

In contrast, Marcus Garvey’s Universal Negro Improvement Associa-
tion (UNTA) garnered massive support. Garvey founded the UNIA in his
native Jamaica in 1914 and brought it to the United States two vears [ater.
The UNIA sought black nationhood and the redemption of Africa from
colonialism and promoted self-help and self-respect. Garvey preached pan-
Africanism, which viewed black men and women throughout the world as
one people and linked the struggle for black rights outside of Africa with the
fight to free Africa from colonial rule, Garvey’s appeal rested on black pride.
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Langston Hughes, one of
the country’s leading
twentieth-century poets,
care of age during the
Harlem Renaissatice, @
time of great African
American creativity. But
as Hughes points out

int this Preedonways
article, the residents of
Harlem did not control
the econotnics behind the
art and music of the pe-
riod.

. “l Could Not Eat the Poems | Wrote”

When I came back to New York in 1925 the Negro Renaissance was in
full swing. Countee Cullen was publishing his early poems, Zo1a Neale
Hurston, Rudokph Fisher, Jean Toomer, and Wallace Thurman were
writing, Louis Armstrong was playing, Cora Le Redd was dancing, and
the Savoy Ballroom was open with a specially built floor that rocked as
the dancers swayed. Alain Locke was putting together The New Negro
[an anthology of black writing]. Art took heart from Harlem creativity.
Jazz filled the night air— but not everywhere—and people came from
all around after dark to look upon our city within a city, Black Harlem.
Had 1 not had to earn aliving, I might have thought it even more worn-
derfial. But T could not eat the poems I wrote. Unlike the whites who

.came to spend their money in Harlem, only a few Harlemites seemed

to live in even 2 modest degree of hwxury. Most rode the subway down-
fown every morning to work or look for work. . . .

... The famous night clubs were owned by whites, as were the the-
aters, Almost all the stores were owned by whites, and many at that
time did not even (in the very middle of Harlem) employ Negro
clerks. . . . Black Harlemn really was in white face, economically speak-
ing. So I wrote this pogm:

Because my mouth
Is wide with laughter
And my throat

1s deep with song,
You do not think

I suffer after

I have held my pain
So long?

Because my mouth

Is wide with laughter,
You do not hear

My inner cry?
Because my feet

Are gay with dancing,
You do not know

I die?

Langston Hughes, Ereedonmways (1963).
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“The New Negro Has No Fear”

Followers of Marcus Garvey paraded at 125th Street and Lenox Avenue in Harlem during an
August s9z0 Universal Negro Improvement Association (UNIA) convention. Garvey's
organization enrotled a million members in hundreds of branches throughout the United
States. Numerous UNIA rationalist parades brought out thousands of African Americans in
suppert of the cause of economic and cultural independence, Schomburg Center for Research in
Black Culture, New York Public Library, Astor, Lenox and Tilden Foundations.

He publicized black achievements, opposed interracial marriage, and, in a
reversal of convention, looked down on light-skinned African Americans.
Arguing that blacks should develop their own separate institutions and
commercial enterprises, he criticized the NAACP’s goal of racial integration.
Under Garvey’s charismatic leadership, the UNIA attracted followers
from virtually every segment of black America, especially West Indians,
recent migrants to the North from the South, and members of the new
black middle class. Within a few years, it had a million members in the
United States as well as branches in Africa and the Caribbean. But the
UNIAs success made it a target of government harassment, and mishandled
finances and political infighting devastated the organization. Garvey went
to prison for mail fraud in 1925 and was deported to Jamaica two years later.
His removal shattered the UNIA, although his ideas remained influential.
Qther political groups, including the major political parties, competed
for black support. As the northern African American population grew; black
votes became significant to the nurban machines. Most blacks voted for
Republicans, the party of Lincoln. But by maneuvering between the two
parties, black political leaders won influence and patronage. ITn New York
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City, police, fire, and other murnicipal
departments began to hire blacks. Soon,
black candidates were running for office.
Oscar De Priest, the Alabama-born son of
ex-slaves who was Chicago’s first African
American alderman, became, in 1928, the
first northern black representative elected
to Congress.

Gap V.4 var 08, "

A Record of The Darker Races

Postwar African American political
activism was paralleled by a flowering of
black culture known as the Harlern Renais-
sance. Reflecting the racial self-confidence
nourished by the growing northern black
communities, the writers and artists of the
Harlem Renaissance expressed a new pride
in black racial identity and heritage. “Negro
life” wrote Alain Locke, who coined the
phrase “the New Negro” and became the
movement’s leading philosopher, “is seizing
its first chances for group expression and
self determination.” In music, poetry, nov-
els, plays, dance, painting, sculpture, and
photography, black artists and intellectuals
celebrated African American spiritual and
cultural traditions, rejecting white values
‘and stereotypes.

In an era when pan-Africanism was emerging as an intellectual and
political snovement, some black artists looked to Africa for inspiration.
Locke's writings and speeches about black culture echoed Woodrow Wilson’s
references during World War T to a people’s need for self-determination. That
theme recurred in black efforts to win liberation for colonized Africans and
to identify with them. In “The Negro Speaks of Rivers;” Langston Hughes,
perhaps the greatest poet of the Harlem Renaissance, tied together the
Euphrates, the Nile, and the Mississippi as “ancient, dusky rivers [that] I've
known” Other writers, however, such as Zora Neale Hurston and Jean
Toomer, concentrated instead on the follk culture of the South,

More popular African American cultural forms flourished too. Singers
such as Florence Mills and Fihel Waters and dancers such as Bill Robinson
traveled a growing circuit of black nightclubs, theaters, and vaudeville
houses. Jazz, an immensely popular and sophisticated musical form, thrived
in the developing black communities of the North. By the early 1920, Louis
Armstrong and other important New Orleans jazzmen had moved to

5. THE COPY

MAY
1929

$150 THE YEAR

The Crisis

Heralding the style and
substance of the Harlem
Renaissance, the NAACP'S
magazine, edited by W. E. B.
DuBois, reached befween
60,000 and 100,000 teaders
monthkly. The Crisis, May 1929 —
Schomburg Cente for Research
In Black Culture, New York Public
Library, Astor, Lenox and Tilden
foundations.
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MAP 7.2 Shift from Rural to
Urban Population

The migration of Latinos and
whites to areas with agricul-
tural jobs increased population
in agriculfural areas inthe
West, Southwest, and Florida.
At the same time, African Amer-
ican migrants from the South
swelled the populations of
narthern and western cities.

Chicago. Edward “Duke” Eilington moved from Washington, D.C., in 1927
to New York City and began playing at Harlem’s Cotton Club.

The Culture Wars of the 19205

With cultural change came cultural conflicts. Some pitted the city dwellers,
who tended to tolerate a wider variety of behaviors (including drinking and
a visible gay culture), against country folks. Protestant fundamentalists
viewed modern, urban life with particular suspicion and fought against the
teaching of modern ideas, including evolution, in the schools. Although
associated with the rural South, fundamentalists also won strong support in
the growing cities. So did the most vicious opponents of cultural change:
the Ku Klux Klan, which spread hatred and spurred violence against African
Americans, Jews, immigrants, and Catholics. Probably the bitterest cultural
battle was played out over drinking. Antiliquor forces had won their great-
est victory with the passage of the Eighteenth Amendment in 1919. But that
victory proved their undoing, as widespread evasion of Prohibition increas-
ingly led Americans to question whether “morality” could be legistated or
policed.
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The Urban-Rural Divide Ethnic
enclaves in large cities continued to pre-
serve old traditions and respect for fam-
ily obligations. Tens of millions of
Americans grew up in homes where only
the children spoke English and many
went to religious schools that fostered
O1d World traditions. As late as 1940,
New York had 237 foreign-fanguage peri-
odicals. But although their parents
bought radios to listen to the foreign-
language programs, the children changed
the stations and sneaked off to the

Highbrow culture, too, was centered

in the large cities. Many of the best-
known writers of the 1920s, including Sinclair Lewis, Sherwood Andersor,
and H. L. Mencken, portrayed people who lived in small towns as Narrow,
hypoctitical, and spiritually impoverished. Babbitt, the title of Lewis’s satirical
novel about a small-town businessman, entered the language as a synonym
for a narrow and sel{-satisfied conformist (Map 7.2}.

Cities permitted behaviors and institutions that were unacceptable in
small towns, Major cities such as New York became the center of an increas-
ingly visible homosexual subculture that could be found in certain bars, tea-
rooms, rooning houses, bathhouses, restaurants, and cafeterias, as well as in
particular neighborhoods such as Greenwich Village and Harlem. Prohibi-
tion pushed gay and lesbian life further out into the open. By criminalizing
drinking behavior that even many middle-class people sanctioned, Prohibi-
tion undercut conventional moral authority and fostered a set of institu-
tions {“speakeasies”) and an amusement district (Times Square) where gay
men and leshians could flaunt social convention. By the late 1920s, New York
was in the throes of a “pansy craze,” with drag balls that attracted thousands
of spectators and Broadway plays that featured gay themes. Gladys Bentley,
an openly lesbian African American performer, martied her white girffriend
in a well-publicized ceremony in Atlantic City.

Not surprisingly; such transgressions against sexual and gender conven-
tions brought a backlash. In 1927, New York police raided plays such as The

Captive and Sex and arrested their casts, including the flamboyant Mae
West. The New Yorlk state legislature quickly followed with a ban on plays
“depicting or dealing with the subject of sex degeneracy, or sex perversion.”
Four years carlier, the legislature had lashed out against gay bars and
“cruising” by defining homosexual solicitation as a form of disorderly

Pansy Craze
Moving uptown from Green-
wich Village and downtown
from Harlem, a “pansy craze”
gripped New Yorl's Broadway
theater district by the close of
the 1920s. Nightciubs featuring
openty gay performers became
the city’s hottest entertainment
attractions. In 1931, Jean Malin
became the master of cere-
manies and central attraction
ai the elegant Club Abbey on
West 54th Street. As shown in
this drawing from the stylish
Vanity Fair magazine, the
strapping, self-assured Malin
(standing beside female imper-
sonator Helen Margan, ir}
introduced midtowners and
tourists to gay style and
humor. Malin’s popularity
quickly ted other clubs to hire
imitators: “Before the main
stem knew what had hap-
pened,” Variety commented,
“there was a kand on a hip for
every light on Broadway.”
Tsugouharu Foujita, Vanity Foir
(February 1931) — Cond@ Nast
Publications, Inc.
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“We Didn't join American Organizations”

Joe Rudiak, a Polish
American steelworker,
described growing up in
the ethnic enclave of
Lyndora, Pennsylvania,
where coal miners and
steelworkers strove to
maintain their cultural
traditions and pass them
ot to their children.

And of the things my mother insisted on, education . . . was one of
them. Mother insisted, with a few other families, at least to educate us
[in] our own native tongue and [in] writing {at thel Janguage schools,
They formed language schools through the churches. And that was a
must with most families. . . . Bvery day—about two hours every day—
there was catechism. And during . . . school vacation we had to attend
the language schools. The Polish church was a good distance away,
There was the problem of shoes, clothing, and weather conditions and
all that, And sure we were down a good distance away also from the
public school. Mother insisted that we go to the Greek {Orthodox]
church; they had the language school. When they had a problem of not
having any money, we joined the Ukrainian Orthodox. So T've learned
how to speak Ukrainian, but it wasn’t my mother’s tongue. It meant
another language, which came in very handy.

‘We celebrated various holidays together. We did it as musicians,
you see, in our family. And different churches went out caroling, and
they gathered money for support of the band and their cultural activi-
ties. And this was done during Christmas. We each had costumes of
our own native lands. . . . The women would have embroideries of dif-
ferent colors. It was beautiful, beautiful, made out of linen. It was all
hand made. . ..

Since we went to the Ukrainian school, [we kids spoke Ukrainiasn.
And] my mother spoke very good Ukrainian and my father spoke good
Ulrainian because he spoke it in Europe. So there was no problem as
far as learning the language [was concerned}, because yor got to repeat
fit] at home after you came from elementary school. But when the Pol-
ish friends would come in, then it was Polish Janguage. Tt just happened
that most of them lived around their own churches, tried to get as close
as possihle to their social activities. And the church was part of their
social activity. '

We didn’t join American organizations though. There was no drive
on among the nationality people, no drive on by the politicians. You've
got to understand that they didn’t want these people to vote in the first
place. The companies controlled the towns. They controlled the court-
house. They controlled the police. They controlled the state police, the
coal mine police. There was no encouragement for people to vote up
until the Depression.

John Bodnar, ed., Workers” World (1982).

bl
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conduct——a statute that was often interpreted to mean that ail gay and les-
bian gathering places were “disorderly” By the 1g30s, continued legat harass-
ment and police raids had erased gay life from public view.

Christian Fundamentalism and the Scopes Trial  Culturally conserva-
tive Americans saw the growing visibility of urban gay culture as one of
many sigas that cities were the source of sin, depravity, and irreligion. Many
of these Americans supported a Protestant fundamentalist movement that
had been gaining strength since the late nineteenth century. The movement
reacted against modern urban life, modern science, and liberal Protestants
who tolerated both challenges to traditional religion, The term fundamen-
talist came into use in 1909 after publication of a series of pamphlets called
The Fundamentals, which denounced as corrupt modern scientific theories
such as evolution and modern pastimes such as dancing,. Intellectuals and
urban Americans in the 19205 (as now) saw fundamentalism as a sign of
rural backwardness and opposition to change. H. 1. Mencken relentlessly
mocked “the forlorn pastors who belabor half-wits in the galvanized iron
tabernacles behind the railroad yards”
Vet fundamentalist and evangelical Christians had a strong presence i1l
(he cities and readily adopted modern means of communication in their
proselytizing. The evangelist Aimee Semple McPhersomn, for example, may
have started out preaching at revival meetings in tents, but by the mid-
19208, she was presiding over the spectacular Angelus Temple in Los Ange-
les, where tens of thousands of people heard her sexmons, which were also
broadcast aver the radio. McPherson’s success flowed not just from her mes-
sage and effective use of the new technology (and her legendary beauty), but
also from the incredible growth of the city of Los Angeles, which added
1.3 million new residents in the 1920s.

But if adherents of fundamentalism could be found in cities all over the
country, the decade’s most famous confrontation over the truth of the Bible
erupted in the small southern town of Dayton, Tennessee, in 1925. There,
fundamentalists, hostile to any idea that ran counter to & literal reading of
the Bible, rallied against the teaching of Charles Darwir’s theory that
human beings shared an evolutionary link with other primates. The Ten-
nessee legistature had recently passed a law prohibiting teaching that “man
has descended from a lower order of animals.” When the American Civil
Liberties Union chose Dayton high school teacher John T. Scopes to defy the
law intentionally as a test of its constitutionality, fundamentalists were out-
raged. They enlisted former secretary of state and three-time Democratic
presidential candidate William Jennings Bryan to aid the prosecution.

Clarence Darrow, a prominent liberal lawyer who had defended many polit-
ical and criminal celebrities, headed Scopes’s defense team. The trial was a
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Billy Sunday

George Bellows’s 1923 lithograph of Wiltiam Ashley Sunday, the professional basaball player
turned evangelical minister, captures the atmosphete of revival meetings duting the 10208.
Preaching a return to “old-time religion,” traveling evangelists such as Sunday relied on
techniques that were inspired by forms of mass entertainment. George Bellows, 1923, lithograph,
9 X 16 1/2 inches — Courtesy of the Bostan Public Library, Print Department. Gift of Albert H. Wiggin,

carnival of journalists and onlookers; on the street outside, vendors sold
Bibles and toy monkeys.

The most famous moment in the Scopes trial came when the
defense— prohibited by the judge from calling scientists to defend evolu-
tion—put Bryan on the stand as an expert on the Bible, Darrow ridiculed
him before the court and the nation, forcing Bryan to admit that some bib-
lical passages could not be interpreted literally. But Bryan’s testimony had
no real bearing on the case, and it exaggerated the differences between
Darrow and Bryan, both of whom shared a commitment to social justice.
In fact, Bryan’s fundamentalism was linked to his populism. He had long
opposed social Darwinism, or the application of Darwin’s principle of “sur-
vival of the fittest” to human society—to struggling farmers, laborers, and
small businessmen.

Both fundamentalists and scientists emerged from the trial as losers. In
the face of the scorn heaped on them by inteHectuals, fundamentalists
retreated from political life and did not fully reenter politics until the 1980s.
Scopes was convicted (although his sentence was later thrown out on a
technicality}, and Tennessee’s antievolution law remained on the books
until the 1960s. A few other states passed antievolution laws, and publishers
meekly complied by removing discussions of evolution from biology text-
books sold across the nation.

B |
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An Upsurge of Racism and Nativism  Like fundamentatism, the Ku Klux
Klan js also often associated with southern rural life. Yet in the 1920s, the
Klan, too, had a major following in the cities. In its twentieth-century hey-
day, roughly half of the Klan’s three million members lived in metropolitan
areas. And although it had considerable support in the South, the Klan had
its strongest support in the Midwest and the Southwest. Founded in 1915
and inspired by the Reconstruction-era organization of the same name, the
Klan shared with its nineteenth-century namesake a deep racism, a fascina-
tion with mystical regalia, and a willingness to use violence to silence its
foes. Unlike its predecessor, it professed anti-Catholicism and anti-Semitism
as strongly as it affirmed racism (Map 7.3).

The intolerance and vigilantism that were prevalent during ‘World War
I had paved the way for the Klan’s rise. Farmers going through hard times,
underpaid workers facing competition from immigrarts and African Amer-
icans, and small businessmen wio were losing out to national manufactur-
ers and chain stores all lashed out throngh the Klan against those they
believed were threatening their economic well-being. Country dwellers
resented the diminishing importance of rural virtues; city dwellers associ-

MAP7.3  Kul{lux Klan Politics
and Violence in the 19205

Support for the Ku Klux Klan as
well as [Klan violence spread
from the South to the Midwest
and North during the 1920s.
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White Sheets in

Washington, D.C,

Forty thousand members of the
Ku Klux Klan marched down
Pennsylvania Avenue oh August
8, 1925, Organized to counter
reports of faltering enrellment,
the “konklave” succeeded in
attracting national attention,
but it marked the peak of Xlan
pawer in the 19205, Prints and
Photographs Division, Library of
Congress.

ated foreigners with gangs and crime. Old-stock urban Protestants felt dis-
placed by Cathaolics and Jews, and those who remembered the Red scare
were left with the suspicion that immigrants were inherently subversive.

Riding on fears of immigrants, Communists, labor unions, African
Americans moving north, and Jews and Catholics rising in the economic
and social order, the Klan staged parades and cross-burning rallies across
the country. Klan leaders gained strong influence over state governments in
Texas, Oklahoma, Oregon, Louisiana, Kansas, and especially Indiana,
Within a few vears, however, a series of sexual, financial, and political scan-
dals had tainted the Klan, and political leaders in several states moved
against it.

Although the Klan retreated, the cultural antagonisms that supported it
remained strong and surfaced in conflicts over Prohibition. In 1919, the
Eighteenth Amendment to the Constitution was ratified, making it illegal to
manufacture, sell, transport, import, or export drinking alcohol. Ratifica-
tion, however, did not reflect a national consensus on drinking. Although
the law was not openly flaunted at first, liquor flowed into the country
across U.S. borders. Bootlegging and the production of alcohol for medical
and religious purposes added to the supply. Alcohol consumption did
decline, perhaps by as much as half, but tens of millions of normally law-
abiding Americans either broke the law or abetted those who did. Even Pres-
ident Harding had a favorite bootlegger. It became apparent that enforcing
Prohibition would require huge police forces.

Opponents of Prohibition argued that because authorities couid not
enforce the law, it bred crime, corruption, and a disregard for the rule of law
in general. Indeed, the vast profits to be made from illegal liquor fed
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The criminal lawyer
George Bieber's first job
was in a Chicago boot-
legging establishment.
Throughout the counttry,
normally law-abiding
citizens often disregarded
the Prohibition law. The
job paid well enough,
according to Bieber, to
enable him to pay his
college tuition.

«There Was Another Unusual Feature of the Flower Shop Basement”

1 was fifteen when the Volstead Act [enforcing prohibition] went into
effect, working in the Division Flower Shop. . . . The owners weren't
interested in selling flowers. They kept a dozen bunches in the win-
dows, but if some stranger came in and placed a big order, they'd fill it
through a genuine florist nearby and send it out under the Division
label. That was my job, standing around in the front of the shop and
handling people who actually wanted to buy flowers. :

The boss was Vincent “Schemer” Drucci. They nicknamed him
that because of the wild schemes he was always thinking up to defeat
the law. The real business of the Division TFlower Shop was converting
denatured alcohol into drinkable liquor. Drucci and his partners had
first set up a hair tonic plant, This entitled them to buy No. 39B
alcohol. . ..

Up to a point, the Cosmo Hair Tonic Company was legitimate.
They advertised widely. . . . And they sold quite a few bottles, Not
nearly as many as their books showed. To deceive the government
inspectors, they would sell a few hundred cases to a friendly wholesale
distributor and fhrow in a few hundred more as a bribe. The books
would then show sales of thousands, and on the basis of such a big vol-
ume the government would ailot the company corresponding amounts
of 398 alcohol.

‘The conversion to drinkable liquor took place in the basement of
the flower shop under the direction of the chemist we all called Karl
the Dutchman, who was formerly employed by a toothpaste manufac-
turer. . . . To fake scoich, bourbon, rye, or whatever, Karl would let the
rectified alcohol stand for a few weeks in charred barrels in which
authentic whiskey had been aged. T would pick up those barrels from 2
cooperage on Lake Street. They brought enormous prices——as high as
$50 or $60 a barre], The owner’s son would help me load them onto a

truck, and T remember he wore a diamond ring the shape of a barrel. ...

Some of Dricci’s ¢ustormners came from out of town, and if he fig-
ured a man was a shnook, he would sell him the liguor in a trick
s-gallon can. This can had a tube soldered inside to the top and bot-
tom. Only the tube contained whiskey. The rest of the can was filled
with water to give it weight, as the shnook would discover when he got
it home. -

There was another unusual feature of the flower shop basement-—
a life-size picture of a cop. The boys used it for target practice. . ..

John Kobler, Ardent Spirits: The Rise and Fall of Prohibition (1973).
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gangsters who were also involved in prostitution and high-interest loans.
With profits rolling in, these types of organized crime provided poor Itai-
ians, Jews, Poles, and Irish with a means of upward mobility. Gangster
organizations grew in size, sophistication, and power, fighting to establish
regional fiefdoms by using the latest technology, from fast automobiles to
submachine guns. They also bought off politicians and police wholesale, In
some cities, gangs became an integral part of local politics, Al Capone and
other flamboyant gangsters became celebrities.

“The very fact that the law is difficult to enforce,” an official of the Anti-
Saloon League commented in 1926, “is the clearest proof of the need of its
existence.” But by then, the failure of Prohibition was obvious, especially in
urban areas. Organized opposition, once confined to the unions and the
liquor interests, mounted. Of nine state referenda that were held in an
attempt to modify the law, the “wets” {opponents of Prohibitien) won
seven. Public opinion polls showed that especially in the large industrial
states, wets predominated.

American Indians defended another front in the cultural wars of the
1920s. Backed by Christian missionaries, Hubert Work, secretary of the
interior in the mid-1920s, attacked Indian culture and religion, especially
the peyote cult, in which worshippers ingested a hallucinogen during a holy
rite. Work charged that “gross immorality . . . accotnpanies native dances.”
Others lashed out at “Indian paganism” and what they described as “hor-
rible, sadistic, and obscene” heathen practices. Defenders of Indian culture,
including both Indians and white supporters, argued for reform of federal
Indian policy, based on the Wilsonian principle of self-determination, Con-
servative critics of Indian culture labeled these defenders “Red Progressives,”
“anti-American, and subversive . . . agents of Moscow.” Over the course of
the 1920s, however, Indians won some modest concessions. In 1924, for
example, Congress finally passed a law conferring citizenship on all Indians
born in the United States. But many states continued to prevent Indians
from voting. More far-reaching reform of the nation’s Indian policy would
not come until the next decade.

Conclusion: Heover and the Crash

The urban-rural tug of war made its way inte the voting booths in the 1928
presidential election. By 1928, the balance of power within the Democratic
Party had shifted decisively toward the cities. New York Governor Al Smith
casily won the party’s presidential nomination. The contrast—at least in
image—between Smith and Republican Herbert Hoover could not have
been greater. Smith was an anti-Prohibition “wet,” 2 Catholic, a product of
urban, ethnic working-class life. Radio coverage of the campaign broadcast
his heavy New York accent throughout the nation. Hoover stressed his




i

EPRESSION, AND INDUSTRIAL UNIONISM, 1914-1946

384 = PART TWO: WAR, D

boyhood in rural Jowa, professing his love
for fishing and the simple, small-town life.
In fact,he wasa sophisticated businessman,
the first president to rise to power from the
ranks of the managerial elite rather than
through party politics.

Prohibition was a powerful issue in the
clection. Smith was attacked as the candi-
date of foreigners and drinkers. Because
many immigrants had no taboos about alco-

fol, the “drys” had long jidentified their cru- Crootoral
s . 1+ ectora
sade with the “100 percent Americanism” Candidate Vote
ideas of the war era and with the preserva- Hezhert G, voaver
pres kv = {Republican) 44

tion of the American way of life. But it was Alfred £, St
BRI . = red E. Smith a7
probably religion, more than anything else, {Demecral
that shaped voting patterns in 1928, Smith
faced a vicious campaign of anti-Catholic attacks, including rumors that
he planned to extend the recently built Holland Tunnel across the Atlantic
he White House with the Vatican, and that he
would annut all Protestant marriages and declare all the children of these
marriages to be bastards. Hoover was not only a Protestant with a rural
image, he also had another basic advantage: The Republicans got credit for
the natior’s prosperity. With both a strong economy and religious prejudice
behind him, Hoover won by a landslide, receiving 444 electoral votes to
Smith’s 87, Thanks to increased participation by immigrant voters, however,
Smith won in the nation’s twelve largest cities, marking the Democrals as
the party of urban America {Map 7.4).
-Hoover’s victory capped his long successful career in industry, relief

work, and government. But he had little time to enjoy it. Within a year, the

country was plunged into a devastating depression. Hoover could not rem-

edy the cconomy’s fatal weakness: the tendency of industrial production to

far outstrip the American people’s ability to consume. The stock market

crashed in October 1929. The “motor city” of Detroit —the exemplar of
19208 prosperity-—soon had the highest jobless rate in the nation. By
August 1931, Ford Motor Company, which employed 128,000 workers in
1929, had only 37,000 workers. By the early 1930, Hoover’s political reputa-
tion had been destroyed. The man who, along with Henry Ford, perhaps
best symbolized America in the 19208 became one of the most hated men
in the country. In a popular joke of the day, Hoover asked Secxetary of the
Treasury Mellon for a nickel — the price of a pay-phone call—to “calla
friend?” Mellon replied: “Take a dime; call all your friends”

"The shattering of the idols of the vaunted new era— E Scott Fitzgerald,
Henry Ford, Herbert Hoover—suggested to many Americans that they

so that it would connect t
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MAP7.4 Engineeringa
victory: The Election of 1928
Republican presidentiat candi-
date Herbert Hoover, aided by a
strong econemy and religious
prejudice against his Catholic
opponent Al Smith, won a land-
slide victory In 5928, with
twenty-ore mitlion votes to
Semith’s ffteen mitlion. Only the
deep South voted Demacratic,
supporting the party’s long
commitment to white
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would need to look in very different directions to cope with the hard times
ahead.

The Years in Review
1920
* The Eighteenth Amendment is ratiffed, prohibiting the sale of liquor.
+ Republican Warren Harding defeats James Cox for the presidency.
» Commercial radio broadcasting begins.
1921
» Congress enacts the Emergency Quota Act to control the flow of
immigrants,
+ Opponents of the populist Non-Partisan League oust its state officials
in North Dakota.
+ The Washington Conference begins negotiations on agreements to
reduce naval armaments among leading powers.
« The Sheppard-Towner Maternity and Infancy Protection Act provides
the first federal funds for health care.
+ Economic recession hits the nation.
1922
+ Some 600,000 coal miners strike and win some gains, but unions are
in sharp decline.
1923
+ The Ku Klux Klan, which was refounded in Atlanta in 1915, reaches its
peak membership.
+ The U.S. Supreme Court declares Asian Indians ineligible for U.S.
citizenship.
* President Warren Harding dies; Teapot Dome and other scandals in
his administration are revealed.
¢ The Equal Rights Amendment is introduced in Congress.

+ Time magazine publishes its first issue.
1924

» Banker Charles Dawes brokers a plan to reduce German reparations
and save the German econonty; the plan fails.

* Congress enacts a law that limits new immigration to 2 percent of
each nationality present in the United States in 1890; the law totally
excludes the Japanese,

+ Calvin Coolidge, who had succeeded Harding in 1923, is reelected
president. Discontented farmers and unionists back a third-party bid
by Wisconsin Senator Robert La Follette,
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1925
. Alain Locke’s The New Negro is published.

- Congress passes the McNary-Haugen bill, designed to restore the
prewar relationship between farm prices and industrial prices;
Coolidge vetoes it.

. A, Philip Randolph organizes th
Porters.

+ John T.Scopes i
“man has descended from a lower order of animals 7

¢ Brotherhood of Sleeping Car

s arrested in Tennessee and convicted for teaching that

1926
. American marines suppres
by Augusto Sandino and impose a
Anastasio Somoza.
- Secretary of Treasury Andrew Mello,
pushes through a tax cut for the wealthy.

s the Nicaraguan nationalist rebellion led
dictatorship under General

one of the nation’s richest men,

1927
» The United States deports Marcus Garvey to Jamaica;

shatters the Universal Negro Improvement Association,
won mass support after World War L

« After making fifteen miltion Model Ts, Ford ceases their production
and switches to the more stylish Model A

. Charles Lindbergh completes the first nonstop s
flight.

« The “talkies” arrive with The Jazz Singer.

his departure
which had

olo transatlantic

1928
. Oscar DePriest of Illinois becomes the frst black representative

elected to Congress from the North.
. More than sixty nations sign the Kellog
but it lacks any enforcement mechanisms.
. Herbert Hoover defeats Al Smith for the presidency; Smith’s
Catholicism is a major factor in his defeat.
+ Mickey Mouse debuts in Plane Crazy and Steamboat Willie.
« NBC premieres Armos *y Andy, a fifteen-minute comedy show that
hecomes the most popular program on radio.
1929
» The Agricultural Marketing Act is passed to provide price support for
farm products.
+ The stock market reaches speculative heights and
«Black Thursday;,” October 24.

g—Briand Pact, reniouncing war,

then crashes on
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