
Chapter 7 | Postwar America

Introduction 

This week we start learning about the Roaring Twenties, a fascinating period when a lot of changes were 
going on in America.  Woodrow Wilson was still the President, although he became very sick after a 
stroke in October 1919.  With the help of his wife and closest advisors, Wilson continued to function – 
barely – as president.

During this era, two important amendments to the Constitution were adopted, ratified, and put into effect.  
They were the Eighteenth Amendment (commonly known as Prohibition, which banned the drinking of 
alcohol such as wine or whiskey) and the Nineteenth Amendment (which gave the right to vote – known 
as suffrage – to women).  Both amendments were the result of long fights by politically active women.  It 
was the Women’s Christian Temperance Union that really got the ball rolling to ban alcohol, and the Sene-
ca Fall Convention that started the drive for a woman’s right to vote.  

After the Great War, Americans tried to get back to everyday life, but there were some major economic 
hiccups before things really settled down.  Remember that America’s economy, government, and society 
had been running full speed to support the war for about eighteen months at this point.  Plus, there were 
over a million soldiers in Europe on Armistice Day (November 11, 1918).  Prices spiked as businesses tried 
to get a government-regulated economy back under private control where each business could set its own 
price based on what it believed customers were willing to pay.  

It was hard for many people to make ends meet, especially workers.  Business leaders wanted to get back 
to their pre-war profits, so they kept workers’ wages low even though prices were rising.  During the war, 
however, workers had experienced the power of collective bargaining, and when they perceived that man-
agement was not going to work with them, laborers used strikes.  

Unfortunately, because of recent events in Russia and on the European continent, it was easy for Amer-
icans to fear that violent socialists were seeking to take over America.  After all, Lenin’s Bolsheviks took 
over Russia after a three-year civil war that was filled with horrific atrocities.  In many other European 
countries as well, socialism was on the rise as Europeans confronted high inflation, the devastation that 
the war had wreaked on their homelands, and the disillusionment that many felt with traditional capitalist 
and democratic systems.  Americans found it easy to fear that they were next.

Red Scare

As you may recall, there were two revolutions in Russia in 1917.  The first, the February Revolution, was a 
broad revolt by the common people against Tsar Nicholas II.  It ended with Nicholas abdicating his throne 
and the Duma (the Russian version of Congress) taking over the government.  However, as I mentioned in 
Chapter 5, the Germans had provided money for Lenin (head of the violent communist Bolsheviks) to go 
to Russia and try to take it over.  Lenin was more successful than most people dreamed possible: in Octo-
ber 1917, he and his comrades seized control of the Russian government.  

In March 1919, after World War I had ended, Lenin created a new organization: Communist Internation-
al.  This group was intended to fight for Communism around the world; Lenin said they would do so, “by 
all available means, including armed force, for the overthrow of the international bourgeoisie and for the 
creation of an international Soviet republic as a transition stage to the complete abolition of the State.”
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All around the world, communists in various countries—including America—formed groups dedicated to 
Lenin’s dream of global communist control as Europeans confronted high inflation, the devastation that 
the war had wreaked on their homelands, and the disillusionment that many felt about traditional capital-
ist and democratic systems.  

As a result, peace-loving people everywhere were deeply concerned (even terrified) that the bloody, violent 
revolution in Russia could be repeated in their countries.  They were afraid that Marx’s predicted world-
wide communist revolution was beginning to take place.  In America, these fears were somewhat ground-
ed in the reality of serious labor problems.  

You see, the labor movement in America had gained strength during the months that America was at war.  
The government had encouraged collective bargaining and elevated the roles of moderate labor leaders like 
Samuel Gompers who supported the war effort.  Thus, when the war ended and prices were inflated, labor-
ers hoped for a reasonable attitude towards their needs and grievances on the part of their employers.  

Instead of addressing labor problems, President Wilson went off to the Paris peace talks.  He left labor 
unions unprotected and the American government leaderless.  Big businessmen—tired of being regulated 
by the government—were eager to get back to pre-war profits, which meant squeezing laborers’ wages and 
hours as hard as they could.  

In response to worsening economic conditions in postwar days, when inflation made it harder and harder 
for shrinking wages to meet expenses, laborers around the nation called strikes in almost all heavy indus-
tries.  They saw strikes as their only path to a better life.  Socialist ideas gained ground among a vocal mi-
nority, so some labor leaders and liberal intellectuals wanted even more than traditional demands (better 
pay, conditions, and working hours).  They wanted a new industrial order.  They really were socialists.  

Some of these leaders and thinkers wanted the government to control mines, railroads, and even farms, 
with labor having a voice in how such industries were run.  These ideas were not all that crazy compared 
to the hard-core communists and anarchists who demanded an immediate, violent, and permanent over-
throw of the American government.  They wanted a soviet government like the one in Russia to replace the 
Constitution and the three branches of the federal government.

Present, too, in the country were hard-core socialists, communists, and anarchists—many of whom were 
foreign-born immigrants—who, emboldened by Russia’s experiences, talked and wrote of the need for an 
immanent, violent, and sudden overthrow of the American government.  These radicals made up a tiny 
percentage of the American population, but thanks to free speech, their views were spoken and printed 
publicly.  Americans who read these were concerned, adding momentum to the “Big Red Scare” (the 
name given to the widespread worry that the Communists were actually gaining power and were about to 
attempt a violent takeover of America).

To make matters worse, some of these more dangerous protestors—the anarchists—began using violence.  
In 1919, a series of bombs were packaged and mailed to government officials.  Happily, almost all were dis-
covered and diffused before they did harm.  Later that year, more bombs were exploded in several isolated 
incidents outside officials’ private houses. For example, Attorney General A. Mitchell Palmer, Wilson’s 
Attorney General, survived an attack on his own home: a radical anarchist blew up his porch while Palmer, 
his wife, and child were inside.     

98

The Twentieth Century

©2024 Christina Somerville, et al. All rights reserved.



As matters fell out, it didn’t ultimately require an anarchist to strike fear into American hearts.  An ordi-
nary labor strike (by an unordinary group of workers) unleashed panic on the people of Boston.  You see, 
it was the police force that went on strike!  They were sorely in need of raises in order to survive in the post-
war economy.  Unfortunately, when the police went on strike, criminals seized the opportunity: looting, 
violence, and vandalism broke out.

As a result, people in Boston and around the nation were frightened into siding with city officials rather 
than the struggling policemen.  The governor of Massachusetts, a man named Calvin Coolidge, called out 
the National Guard to restore order and fired nineteen suspended police officers.  Coolidge said nobody 
ever had the right to endanger the public safety through a strike.

Big business leaders learned from the Boston police strike that, if they associated ordinary strikers with 
Bolshevik revolutionaries (whether or not any true association actually existed), they would gain public 
and governmental support.  Naturally, they began to tar all striking workers with the Bolshevik label.  
Thus, the fear was elevated, since strikes kept coming and businessmen kept using this technique—suc-
cessfully—to win the day.

To be clear, most of the strikers were just ordinary American workmen who wanted better working con-
ditions.  Their union leaders didn’t let lies about Bolsheviks stop them from striking, and, since the public 
didn’t know exactly what to believe, tensions grew.  The overall struggle between workers and owners 
turned into a national crisis.

Attorney General Palmer, the one whose porch was blown up, hired a young law student named J. Edgar 
Hoover to help fight the “Reds” (as communists were then called because it was the color the Bolsheviks 
adopted in Russia).  Palmer mounted a series of raids on “radicals” when he noted that this kind of action 
made him popular with the American press and public.  His actions heightened everyone’s anxiety.  

When the hysteria was at its height, American civil rights and freedoms were violated.  For example, At-
torney General Palmer misused the Sedition Act, a law passed at the height of World War I, to authorize 
police agents to make arrests without a warrant signed by a judge in a coal workers strike.  

The United States Department of Justice targeted so-called radicals who were fighting against industries 
for the rights of workers to form unions and better their working conditions.  The panic that Americans 
felt about communists during this time was called the “Red Scare” because these labor organizers were 
associated with those who had established communist rule in the Soviet Union.  

To public acclaim, Palmer directed police agents to round up over 6,000 suspected communists and 
communist leaders as they met in halls or in their homes all over the country.  These raids peaked on 
January 2, 1920.  Palmer had the suspected communists jailed against a pending wholesale deportation 
from America to Russia without any specific warrants for arrest.  Hundreds of American immigrants were 
deported back to their homelands because of the public’s fear that they were a threat to America. 

Following this raid, Palmer issued further inflammatory statements, and hysteria ensued.  Allen says that 
“College graduates were calling for the dismissal of professors suspected of radicalism; school-teachers were 
being made to sign oaths of allegiance; business men with unorthodox political or economic ideas were 
learning to hold their tongues if they wanted to hold their jobs. … A cloud of suspicion hung in the air and 
intolerance became an American virtue.” 1  

1.  Frederick Lewis Allen, Only Yesterday: An Informal History of the 1920s (Perennial, 2000), p. 51.
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Groups that had formed to work for the improvement of American society—such as the National League 
of Women Voters, the Federal Council of Churches, and the Foreign Policy association—were publicly 
accused of having revolutionary associations or intentions.  “There was hardly a liberal civic organization 
in the land at which these protectors of the nation did not bid the citizenry to shudder.” 1  

All artists and writers came under strict scrutiny, as either promoting socialist ideas or agitating for revo-
lution.  Dance troupes, movies, and books (especially school books) were all examined for Bolshevik con-
nections.  Allen writes that, “The effect of [it all] was oppressive.  The fear of the radicals was accompanied 
and followed by a fear of being thought radical.” 2  Oppressive conformity to a narrow set of Americanized 
ideals became imperative in virtually every walk of American life; people looked over their shoulders as 
they worked, socialized, or relaxed.

It was a time of suspicion and uncertainty.  People began suspecting everyone, including teachers, artists, 
writers, and anyone who disturbed the status quo in any way.  Neighbors suspected neighbors, business-
men had to make it crystal clear that they were not inclined towards communism, professors and intellec-
tuals were often accused of supporting Marxist ideas, and federal leaders took strong measures—some-
times unjust ones—as they tried to protect the government from being overthrown.  No one knew exactly 
who a secret red agent might be, an anarchist or communist living in disguise among them, and that was 
probably the scariest thing for people.

Ku Klux Klan

Blind panic is bad for democracies.  Americans found it all too easy to leap from the threat of Marxist 
revolutionaries to a fear of anything un-American.  Since most Americans were white, Protestant, and 
capitalists, that was what they considered to be normal and American.  Thus, the Red Scare affected more 
than just “Red Communists.”  

First, Jews and Roman Catholics experienced a renewed hostility at the hands of their white Protestant 
neighbors.  Jews were linked by some with Bolsheviks because many Russian Jews had fled to America 
to escape Christian persecution between 1880 and 1921.  It was assumed that, coming from Russia, these 
Jews might be communists, and they were openly accused of secretly forming an international organiza-
tion bent on taking over the world.  

Roman Catholics were known to be “foreigners” themselves, and even if they were not, it was pointed out 
that they had questionable loyalties to a “foreign leader”—the pope.  The Ku Klux Klan, which had been 
destroyed by federal prosecution in 1871, made a comeback in 1915.  Men and women in the South wanted 
to protect their way of life from what they saw as threats.  Thus, the Ku Klux Klan became newly popular.  

The Klan persecuted those who challenged their white Protestant view of America in general and black 
Americans in particular.  The Klan grew rapidly.  Soon, they marched openly in parades and worked on 
the political side to elect friendly politicians.  Using Jim Crow laws as a guide, the Klan worked to pass 
other laws.  In Oregon, for example, they tried to make a law that would ban all private schools, especially 
targeting schools run by the Roman Catholic Church.  The Klan wanted to keep Roman Catholics and 
foreigners from teaching children any “un-American ideas.”

There were also violent members of the Klu Klux Klan who attacked opponents under the cover of dark-
ness.  One of their most terrifying warnings was a gathering of Klan members in front of a person’s home 
to burn a cross on the lawn as a warning.  

1.  Frederick Lewis Allen, Only Yesterday: An Informal History of the 1920s (Perennial, 2000), p. 52.
2.  Ibid., 53.
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Racism was not limited to Klu Klux Klan strongholds in the South.  Many black Americans had moved 
to Northern cities during World War I and now competed with returning white veterans for jobs, houses, 
and government-based support.  Increased postwar racial oppression caused tensions.  

Eventually, an incident in the Chicago area started six days of rioting, looting, and lynching.  The National 
Guard was called in to restore order because many white Americans attacked and burned black American 
homes across the city.  Other cities with large black Americans populations also experienced riots, in-
creased intolerance, and increasing racial tensions or even racial oppression.      

End of the Red Scare

Nobody knows how long the Red Scare might have lasted, but Attorney General Palmer, who had fanned 
the flames of fear, unintentionally helped to put them out in the end.  In May of 1920, Attorney General 
Palmer announced that May Day “had been selected by the radicals as the date for a general strike and for 
assassinations” but nothing happened. 1  Palmer and his police units—mobilized and ready to resist the 
Reds—were left looking very foolish.  

As the summer of 1920 unfolded, people found other things to think about besides the Red Scare, and 
they stopped being so afraid.  You might ask, what could be more interesting than communists lurking in 
the neighborhood, just waiting for the opportunity to blow something up?  The answer turns out to be all 
sorts of things.  

For instance, who would be chosen to run in the upcoming elections, and who would win women’s votes 
now that women had the right to vote in federal elections?  Also, where did all the drinks go?  Prohibition 
banned alcohol such as beer, wine, and whiskey, which left many people feeling pretty thirsty.  Also, as 
always, there were various scandals that were much more interesting to talk about than a few communists 
supposedly hiding in the shadows.

As the Big Red Scare wore off, Allen, writes about the general mood of the country.  He says, “The temper 
of the aftermath of war [a fighting one that had sought to strike down at all threatening things, like social-
ists, black Americans, Jews, labor agitators, and Roman Catholics] was at last giving way to the temper of 
peace.  Like an overworked business man beginning his vacation, the country had to go through a period of 
restlessness and irritability, but was finally learning how to relax and amuse itself once more.” 2    

Prohibition

The Eighteenth Amendment, passed on January 16th, 1919, gave Congress (and the states) specific authori-
ty to ban alcohol.     

Americans—men, women, and even children—routinely drank huge amounts of alcohol in a given year.  
Partly, this was for medical reasons.  We talked last year about the killer diseases: cholera, typhoid, and 
dysentery, which are spread through unclean water.  Diarrhea and various kinds of parasites are also wa-
ter-borne dangers.  Prior to the discovery of germs, people didn’t know why drinking plain water was bad 
for them, but they had realized that if they mixed water with alcohol then they wouldn’t get sick.  This is 
because alcohol kills germs.

1.  Frederick Lewis Allen, Only Yesterday: An Informal History of the 1920s (Perennial, 2000), p. 69.
2.  Ibid., 67.
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Not getting sick was only one reason to drink alcohol.  It was very easy for many to slip across the line 
from a little wine for the sake of their stomachs over to open drunkenness.  And once drunk, people spent 
their money foolishly so that they couldn’t buy food for their children, they lost their jobs, or they got into 
fights and hurt others – to name a few of the evils of drunkenness.  

The Bible clearly teaches that being drunk with much wine is something that we should not do.  
There are many examples of drunkenness leading to sin and evil.  But it also says that God gives 
us wine to gladden the heart of man, and it can be healthy (especially if the drinking water is 
bad), so the Apostle Paul encouraged Timothy not to only drink water but to have a little wine for 
the sake of his stomach.  Throughout history, people have struggled to rightly balance how much 
alcohol to drink.  

Some believe that one should never drink any alcohol.  Others see no problem with drinking so 
long as one uses self-control and does not become drunk.  This is what we call a matter of con-
science; each person must read their Bible, pray, listen to the Holy Spirit, and do their best to obey 
God while walking in a manner worthy of the gospel of Jesus, who is our Lord.  America was a 
country in which the command against drunkenness was rarely honored.

Many women—especially Christian women—wanted to ban all alcohol.  They couldn’t vote, but they 
worked hard to convince politicians to pass laws and their fellow Americans to change their ways.  This 
struggle was called the Temperance movement.

Following the passage of the Eighteenth Amendment, Congress passed the Volstead Act to enforce it, mak-
ing the the sale, manufacture, or transportation of alcoholic beverages illegal everywhere in the United States.  
The Act introduced the era of American history now known as Prohibition.  President Wilson vetoed the Act 
because he thought prohibiting alcohol would create a nation of lawbreakers, but he was overruled.    

Wilson turned out to be absolutely correct.  Instead of increasing self-control and morality and removing 
the use of alcohol, the Act tempted many upper-class and middle-class American citizens to become law-
breakers.  Thus, the 1920s became one of the most corrupt and lawless eras in American history.  I’ll cover 
this in more detail in Chapter 10, but for now it is enough to say that many ordinary, law-abiding people 
rebelled against Prohibition.  Men and women who never cared about getting drunk or even drinking in 
general were not about to let the government push them around and order them not to drink.

This led to lawlessness of many kinds.  First, people home-brewed alcohol (known as Bathtub Gin) for 
themselves.  Second, bootleggers (those who sold illegal alcohol) began to sell all kinds of alcohol (gin, 
whiskey, rum, moonshine, beer, and wine) through local stores such as ice cream parlors and grocery 
stores.  Third, many policemen were corrupted; they were bribed with cash or given alcohol to look the 
other way.  

Although these underhanded, illegal practices seemed trivial at first, they opened the door for criminal 
gangs (sometimes known as mobs) to commit other kinds of violence, crime, and corruption.  Once the 
mob had corrupted a policeman, they could force him to keep looking the other way as they did more 
wicked things, or else he would lose his job and go to jail.  The criminal mobs became a serious threat to 
the rule of law in America.  
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Suffragettes  

Phase One

The 18th Amendment (Prohibition) wasn’t the only big change for the Constitution in the years immedi-
ately after World War I.  The 19th Amendment, ratified in 1920, gave American women the right to vote 
(known as suffrage) in federal elections. 1  The term “suffragette” was coined during this time to describe a 
woman who seeks voting rights for women.  

Women had been working towards the 19th Amendment since the Seneca Falls Convention in 1848, which 
was the first public conference for women’s rights in American history.  About 300 people were in atten-
dance, including some men.  

In that year (the same year that Karl Marx wrote the Communist Manifesto), two of the conference lead-
ers (Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Lucretia Mott) drew up a document that they called the Declaration of 
Sentiments and Resolutions, which stated that men and women were created equal and listed eighteen 
grievances to bring to the public’s attention.  The document also included a series of resolutions by which 
these grievances could be repaired.  

Elizabeth Cady Stanton firmly believed that women should receive the right to vote.  The ninth resolution 
of the Declaration of Sentiments and Resolutions, which requested the right to vote for women, was her 
idea.  She believed that the right to vote would make women equal in the eyes of the people who made the 
decisions.  

Many people believed that this ninth resolution was too radical and would make their convention look 
foolish.  They thought it would discredit their views and cause them not to be taken seriously by the public.  
The Declaration of Sentiments and Resolutions was barely passed at the conference because of disagree-
ment over this resolution about a woman’s right to vote.  Nevertheless, the Convention itself marked the 
beginning of the women’s rights movement that would transform women’s roles in the home and work-
place.

Stanton was not the only women’s leader who believed in voting rights for women.  Susan B. Anthony was 
a single woman who grew up in a Quaker home.  As a female school teacher, she was paid only one-fifth of 
a male teacher’s salary in the same position.  She was troubled by the inequality she saw between men and 
women.  Anthony became a friend of Elizabeth Cady Stanton and grew determined to change the culture 
of inequality that she experienced.  

In 1863, Anthony and Stanton led a group of women to form a petition that asked for a constitutional 
amendment to abolish slavery.  After the Thirteenth Amendment was ratified in 1865 (which freed the 
slaves), Anthony and Stanton formed the American Equal Rights Association to help both freed slaves and 
women gain voting rights.

After Anthony and Stanton established the American Equal Rights Association, some of the members be-
lieved that by pushing for both women and former slaves to receive the vote, they were hurting the chance 
of former slaves to receive the right to vote.  This belief led to a split in the women’s movement, so Anthony 
and Stanton established a new group, called the National Woman Suffrage Association (NWSA).  

1.  Note: “Suffrage” means “the right to vote” for men or women.  It is from the Latin word suffragari, meaning “to express 
support.”
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The Fourteenth Amendment, adopted in 1868, states that all citizens must receive equal protec-
tion under the law.  Anthony reasoned that because women are citizens, they should be able to 
vote as well.  In the presidential election of 1872, Anthony and fifteen other women openly chal-
lenged the status quo by voting.  Within weeks, Anthony, the fifteen women, and the men who 
had allowed them to vote were arrested.  Anthony, however, was the only person put on trial.  

At her trial, Anthony was found guilty and fined $100.  Anthony not only refused to pay the fine, 
but her lawyer protested for her that the “crime” for which she was condemned was an act that 
was illegal solely because she was female instead of male.  Anthony’s protest increased the interest 
in the suffrage movement and inspired other women to follow her example and vote.

The NWSA opposed the Fifteenth Amendment because it gave blacks the right to vote but made no 
mention of giving the same right to women.  The NWSA wanted an amendment which would guarantee 
universal suffrage—that is, one that would ensure that everyone had the right to vote.  This amendment 
would also create more fair divorce laws and unions that would ensure higher salaries for female workers, 
because NWSA leaders believed that money and freedom had a strong connection.  It was reasoned that if 
women could earn more money, they could be independent of men.

Lucy Stone, another young leader of the women’s movement, did not agree with Anthony and Stanton.  
Stone formed a less radical group called the American Woman Suffrage Association, which was focused 
primarily on the right of women to vote, but also supported the Fifteenth Amendment.

As years passed, the passionate leaders of the suffrage movement grew older.  They recognized that the 
struggle would go on beyond their lifetimes.  They wanted to ensure that the next generation of suffrag-
ettes would prosper, so they joined together the National Woman Suffrage Association (NWSA) with the 
American Woman Suffrage Association (AWSA) in 1890, hoping that the next generation would have 
more power to succeed.  

The new organization was called the National American Woman Suffrage Association (NAWSA).  This 
first phase of the women’s suffrage movement came to a close in the first few years of 1900 after the death 
of several of the most prominent leaders: Lucy Stone (1893), Elizabeth Cady Stanton (1902), and Susan B.  
Anthony (1906).

Phase Two

As the first generation of women’s activists passed away, new women rose to lead the movement.  Many 
of these had been active in the Populist Party, which held that America needed to fend off the corrupting 
influences of the big cities with the virtues of the countryside.  As you may recall from Book Three of the 
Warp series, the Populist Party collapsed after only a few years, but people kept working towards the goals 
it had set.

The Populist Party supported several issues that were important to women, such as Temperance (working 
against drunkenness) and women’s suffrage.  The Populists argued that women should be allowed to vote 
because they were better than men—more civilized, more public-spirited, more virtuous.  The suffragettes 
believed and argued that their vote would keep the United States pure.  
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This proved to be a powerful argument.  Although the Populists never won a presidential election, many 
of their ideas remained important political issues, especially Temperence and a woman’s right to vote.  In 
1914, although some states had granted women the right to vote, the suffragettes knew that an amendment 
was needed to ensure that all women could cast their vote in the national election.

This second phase had new leaders.  For example, Carrie Chapman Catt followed Susan B. Anthony in 
becoming the president of the NAWSA.  In 1902, she also established the International Woman’s Suffrage 
Association because she knew that the suffrage issue was not limited to the United States.  Catt had an 
inclusive vision; for example, she wanted to reach out to all classes of women in American society.  

For each of the social classes in America, the idea of votes for women offered different benefits: the hope 
of either better pay and fewer working hours, the opportunity to rise up in their professions, or to gain 
independence from their father’s or husband’s money.  (Incidentally, Catt was aided in her efforts to reach 
all classes of American women by Harriot Stanton Blatch, the daughter of Elizabeth Cady Stanton.  Harri-
ot was especially known for her work among working-class women.)

Alice Paul, another second-generation suffragette leader, had views very different to those of Carrie 
Chapman Catt.  Born into a Quaker family, Paul had earned two degrees from two excellent colleges.  She 
had also spent time in England, where she became involved in the British fight for women’s suffrage.  The 
women in England were much more emphatic in their fight for equality.  They formed parades, picket lines, 
and some were even imprisoned for their actions.  When she returned to the United States, Paul brought 
a more radical mindset to the American suffrage movement.  She and her friend Lucy Burns joined the 
NAWSA and set up a special unit of the organization called the Congressional Union.

Other leaders within the women’s rights movement, such as Carrie Chapman Catt, did not agree with 
Alice Paul’s methods.  Among other things, Catt believed strongly that compromise was needed in order 
to achieve her goals.  She wanted Americans to see that the suffragette cause could benefit all of American 
society.  In 1916, therefore, Alice Paul and her supporters left NAWSA and established a more radical orga-
nization called the National Woman’s Party (NWP).  

Let me explain what I mean about these leaders and their different methods: Carrie Chapman Catt and 
her supporters visited congressmen, gave talks and wrote articles about women’s suffrage, and volunteered 
to help with the war effort.  Catt herself also made a personal appeal to President Wilson on behalf of the 
women of America.  Meanwhile, Alice Paul and her friend Lucy Burns organized protests and picketed 
outside the White House.  

For months, suffragettes stood on the sidewalk in front of the White House, peacefully pleading for 
women’s freedom.  However, when the U.S.  entered World War I, suffragettes who picketed in front of 
the White House were seen as traitors for picketing during wartime.  The suffragettes, however, stood 
firm because they believed that it was not right for men to be fighting overseas to “make the world safe for 
democracy” when there was no democracy for women at home.  Beginning in July of 1917, many of these 
picketers were arrested and sent to jail.

While in jail, the suffragettes started a hunger strike by refusing to eat.  They argued that they were politi-
cal prisoners who were not jailed for breaking laws but for wanting the freedom to vote.  The women in jail 
were treated terribly by the prison officials, who attempted to end the hunger strikes by  force-feeding the 
women through tubes that were forced up their noses or down their throats.  When the public heard about 
these events, they were outraged, and many people began to favor the cause of the women in jail.  Embar-
rassed, President Wilson was forced to release the women as the public outcry grew strong.
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The Nineteenth Amendment, ratified in 1920, gave women the ability to vote.  It had several unexpected 
results.  For instance, because women’s suffrage had been identified with liberal and radical causes, most 
people thought that once women received the vote, they would vote for liberals.  Men and women were 
surprised, however, when women did not vote as a unified group, but rather as either liberals or conserva-
tives.  In fact, President Harding, the first president elected after women could vote, was a conservative.    

Changes in Manners and Morals

In Only Yesterday, a book written in the 1930s about the 1920s, Frederick Allen tells the story of America’s 
“revolution” in manners and morals during the decade after World War I ended.  I must warn you, at the 
last, you will not like the picture I am about to paint; it becomes a sad one in many ways.  

Was it avoidable?  Well, you must judge for yourself.  Allen believes that “a number of forces were working 
together and interacting upon one another to make this revolution inevitable.” 1  For myself, I disagree.  I 
think the Bible speaks truly when it says that temptation can be resisted (think of 1 Peter 5:8-9 and Ephe-
sians 6:12-13).  However, before such a question can begin to be answered, I must tell you what happened.

Changes in the Home

“The revolution was accelerated by the growing independence of American women,” 2 says Allen. Though 
many women were uninterested in politics in 1920, the victory of the women’s suffrage movement in that 
year, marked by the ratification of the Nineteenth Amendment, also gave women the impetus to push for 
even greater freedoms.  Those who wanted equality with men in other arenas found validation in this new 
legal status.

Before World War I, Americans believed that the natural sphere for almost all women was marriage and 
childbearing.  As such, women were best suited to be the keepers of their homes.  Their unchallenged do-
main was the domestic realm; a man’s place was out in the world earning a living and running the affairs 
of the world.  

After the war, new electric-powered machines in the homes of the wealthy and middle-class families freed 
women from much of the work of keeping the home.  They could turn their energies to other pursuits.  
Furthermore, more and more housework was outsourced, as evidenced by the growing number of baker-
ies, laundromats, canned goods, and ready-made dresses, to name a few examples.  

Naturally, the outsourcing of housework to machines or service industries led to a growing lack of knowl-
edge about basic household management skills, such as cooking, sewing, teaching, gardening, etc.  Having 
women out in the workforce meant home duties often began to be neglected.

Women had proven during the war that they could hold a variety of jobs that had previously been held 
only by men.  In the Twenties, it became fashionable for a young single woman of good family to take a job 
rather than marry young.  (Mothers with children still did not tend to work outside the home, though.)  
With the independence of jobs and living situations came a lessening of fatherly or husbandly authority.

By nature, women were believed to be purer and more moral than men; indeed, they had been entrusted 
with the guardianship of morality.  (Women of the suffrage movement had made this argument for years.)  
For example, while a well-brought-up young man might be expected to have had sexual experiences before 

1.  Frederick Lewis Allen, Only Yesterday: An Informal History of the 1920s (Perennial, 2000), p. 81.
2.  Ibid., p. 83.
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marriage (and was unfortunately excused for the same), young women were required to be sexually pure 
on their wedding night.  There was a double standard at work in part because of the belief in women’s 
innate moral superiority.

Prohibition helped blur the distinctions between sexes and brought about changes in morality because 
both men and women drank illegally.  In pre-war days, drinking was a male activity, especially when in 
company or public.  During Prohibition, men and women who drank illegally did so together.  Speakeasies 
often included women’s smoking rooms, lavatories, changing rooms, and live music for dancing.  

Even when public, lower- or middle-class pubs were converted to non-alcoholic beverages, women accom-
panied their husbands for a time outside the home to enjoy socializing and music.  Ironically, rather than 
joining to purify America, women and men often joined each other in a drunkenness that led to wrong 
conversations and behaviors.  

Effects of the War and Freud

Remember that people in 1920 had definite attitudes about the war and its conclusion.  First, many of the 
younger generation felt that the older one had made a mess of the world and then handed it to them.  This 
left them feeling hopeless, overwhelmed, and helpless, as well as disillusioned.  Not surprisingly, they be-
gan to question the reasons behind all traditional ways.  

Second, there were numerous sudden war marriages during war years, and also many hurried fornications 
before shipping out to war—in case “he never came back.”  Before the war, boys and girls had been “per-
mitted large freedom to work and play together, with decreasing and well-nigh nominal chaperonage, but 
only because the code worked so well on the whole that a sort of honor system was supplanting supervi-
sion by their elders; it was taken for granted that if they had been well brought up they would never take 
advantage of this freedom.” 1   

Of course, as Allen points out, many young people were violating the code and engaged in unchaperoned 
“petting parties” (kissing, etc.) since 1916, well before the war ended.  The rise of the closed automobile 
(those with tops, as opposed to the open Model T cars) also gave young people more independence from 
their parents’ supervision. The car was often treated as a portable living room that allowed all kinds of 
illegal and wrong behavior to be carried out in private.  Closed cars enabled people of all ages to travel 
secretly to speakeasies or other illicit rendezvous.   

Magazines and movies with illicit content became very popular as well.  Allen explains that “as the rev-
olution began, its influence fertilized a bumper crop of sex magazines, confession magazines, and lurid 
motion pictures [for movies had just been invented], and these in turn had their effect on a class of readers 
and movie-goers who had never heard and never would hear of Freud and the libido” (87).  As with today, 
printed and visual resources were powerful temptations to throw off the restraints of biblical (and to many, 
traditional) wisdom.  

Yet another reason for the changing attitudes towards standards of biblical morality was the influence of 
Sigmund Freud’s ideas, which linked every human action to sexual desires, leading to an obsession with 
the topic of sex and with sexual experimentation.  Referring to Freud, Allen says that, “Like all revolutions, 
this one was stimulated by foreign propaganda.” 2  Though Freud was published in Europe before the war, 
he gained a widespread following in America only after it ended, in the Twenties.  

1.  Frederick Lewis Allen, Only Yesterday: An Informal History of the 1920s (Perennial, 2000), p. 77.
2.  Ibid., 85.
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Freud theorized that all of human behavior was motivated or influenced by latent sexual desires, dreams, 
or experiences.  To Freud, writes Allen, “Sex... was the central and pervasive force which moved mankind.” 
1  The result of Freud’s influence was an obsession with the topic and with sexual experimentation. 

In Europe, prostitution was rampant during trench warfare far from home and safety, and many young 
men developed a taste for it.  More broadly, many of the soldiers wanted to forget what they had seen 
during the war, so they became more committed to pleasure in order to wipe out bad memories.  The 
immorality experienced and brought back from Europe would prove destructive to many an American 
home.  Meanwhile, growing statism and proliferating government programs continued to whittle away at 
the family’s sphere of authority and responsibility.

Third, many young men who traveled overseas in the war years acquired a taste for danger and zesty life 
that was hard to domesticate once they returned home.  To cap that, many also returned with a sense of 
fatalism and the belief that it was best to “eat, drink, and be merry, for tomorrow we die.”  Likewise, Amer-
ican girls who went overseas as nurses and aides were introduced to European manners and standards, but 
without their safeguards.  Often, the returning men and women wanted to forget their European experi-
ences and have a good time.

Disillusionment

I have now seen enough of life and of the world to be unsurprised by what Allen writes next, and perhaps 
you have too?  He says that Americans’ attempts to “eat, drink, and be merry” turned out badly for them:  

“A sense of disillusionment remained; like the suddenly liberated vacationist, the country felt that it ought to 
be enjoying itself more than it was, and that life was futile and nothing mattered much.  But in the mean-
time it might as well play—follow the crowd, take up the new toys that were amusing the crowd, go in for 
the new fads, savor the amusing scandals and trivialities of life.  By 1921 the new toys and fads and scandals 
were forthcoming, and the country seized upon them feverishly.” 2   

Do you wonder what these new toys and fads might have been?  This is a short list:

	� Radio, which came on in a rush in the winter of 1921-22, allowed a new, cheap form of entertainment 
and spread news rapidly throughout the country.

	� Sports continued to obsess the public: fights, college football, horse racing, and tennis gained new 
fervor.  Babe Ruth began his baseball career.

	� Food fads surfaced.

	� The bathing beauty and beauty pageants became popular.

	� Tabloids gave all the lurid details concerning sports, crime, and sex scandals in the news.

	� Readers of “serious literature” had their diversions as well; Frost, Fitzgerald, Hemingway, and other 
great writers were alive and producing poetry or novels during this time.

	� Mah Jong was a new game from China that was beginning its sweep of the country.

	� Emil Coué spread the power of positive thinking, and millions chanted, “Day by day in every way I am 
getting better and better.” 3 

1.  Frederick Lewis Allen, Only Yesterday: An Informal History of the 1920s (Perennial, 2000), p. 85.
2.  Ibid., 67.
3.  Ibid., p. 72.
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	� The discovery of the Egyptian tomb of Tutankhamen spurred fashion designers to sport Egyptian 
fashions for the following season (fashions which would heavily influence the “flapper” style that I will 
tell you of in a moment). 

The Flappers

Clothing tells us a great deal about the people who wear it.  For example, before the 1920s, children 
wore much the same kinds of clothes as their parents.  They were expected to look and behave like little 
grownups in many ways.  During the 1920s, however, new fashions started, and people began making 
clothes only for children.  

These clothes were designed to be comfortable and last for a long time, so that little brothers and sisters 
could wear them once they got big enough.  Girls mostly wore dresses and boys wore a kind of short pants 
called knickerbockers.  When the weather was colder, both boys and girls would wear jackets or sweaters 
as well as thick socks to keep warm.

Fashions are always changing throughout history, but if you look at what people were wearing during the 
1900s, you’ll find that their clothes look more and more familiar as the decades pass.  Ladies still wore 
dresses every day and no one was wearing blue jeans or sweatpants yet.  However, as women began to vote, 
work outside the home, and gain greater independence to do as they liked, their new attitudes were reflect-
ed in the kinds of clothing they wore.

Prior to the 1920s, modesty was a priority for most women, whether lower, middle, or upper-class.  That 
began to change with the rise of the “flapper.”  A flapper was the label for a woman who loved having a 
good time, was independent of men, and who was sexually “liberated” in the sense that she wore clothing 
which was considered generally indecent at the time. 

I told you that the discovery of Tutenkhamen’s tomb and its treasures inspired a craze for Egyptian fash-
ions.  Imagine a very up-to-date version of an Egyptian lady, and you will have some idea of a flapper’s 
style.  She typically wore thin, straight, sleeveless (and sometimes backless in an evening gown) dresses, 
heavy makeup with deep red lips and thick eyeliner, and bobbed hair.  “Bobbed” was the name for a new 
hairstyle.  Instead of long hair elaborately arranged, bobbed hair was cut short—sometimes as short as the 
hair of a boy.  

Flappers typically listened to the latest jazz music, danced the latest (scandalous) dances with men in their 
new, thin, often sleeveless and backless dresses, drove automobiles, smoked cigarettes in their homes and 
in public, drank prohibited alcohol in illegal speakeasies with men even after Prohibition began (as did 
many women in the middle and upper classes), and otherwise did anything or everything that horrified 
respectable folk.  

That’s not to say that men didn’t also drink, dance, smoke, or break the law.  The 1920s were known as the 
“Roaring 20s” because many of those who survived World War I treated their lives as one big opportunity 
to roar around in their cars and party.  Remember, they had escaped death (often seeing many of their 
friends die) and were determined to live like there was no tomorrow.  The flappers loved to dance and 
drink all night with such men.
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Just as dances grew more daring and required greater freedom of movement, and women began to engage 
in new work and sports, so too dress hems rose to show first ankles, then shins, and (by the end of the 
decade) knees!  Petticoats and other bulky underclothes were eliminated or made of thinner materials.  
Fashion houses had the bright idea of advertising their clothes by having movie stars wear them in the 
newly-invented motion pictures, so the fashion for slinkly sleeveless evening gowns and many other smart 
skimpy outfits were seen everywhere as they had not been before.  

Increasingly, even respectable women’s dresses were made of thinner cloth and cut straighter with shorter 
sleeves.  Women also gradually abandoned their corsets in an attempt to mimic the underdeveloped fig-
ures of youth in contrast to the corset-induced accentuation of feminine features that were well-suited to 
motherhood.  Thick cotton stockings (colored black, typically) were replaced (for those who could afford 
them) with thin silk stockings in flesh color.  

More and more women chose to wear cosmetics openly and boldly.  This was a shock to the older generation 
because, in earlier years, women wore “paint” only if they were prostitutes or attempting to discreetly hide 
major flaws without seeming to wear any makeup.  

Reactions

Leaders denounced certain aspects of modern girls’ behavior, such as their choices in fashion, or the style 
of dance they had adopted, as offenses “against womanly purity, the very fountainhead of our family and 
civil life” (79).  Mothers and sisters were called upon to admonish and better instruct these girls who were 
going astray.  Although I was unable to find the origin of this phrase, it fits the attitude that many parents 
seem to have taken: “Don’t drink, smoke [some say “dance”], or chew [tobacco], or go [out] with folks who 
do.”  

Church officials and influential church members wrote or spoke against the modern trends in strong 
terms.  They formed societies to stop these trends where they could (which, practically speaking, was 
nowhere).  For example, Allen says, “Not content with example and reproof, legislators in several states 
introduced bills to reform feminine dress once and for all” (81).  You can imagine how well that worked.

Some of the more progressive “forces of morality” (liberal clergymen and teachers) explained that “young 
people were at least franker and more honest than their elders had been; having experimented for them-
selves, would they not soon find out which standards were outworn and which represented the accumulat-
ed moral wisdom of the race?  Perhaps this flareup of youthful passion was a flash in the pan, after all” (81).  
(A clue: they were wrong.)

Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s Childhood

In Chapter 8, you will read about America’s next significant president: Franklin Delano Roosevelt (often 
called by his initials: FDR).  You may be wondering whether Franklin was a cousin of Theodore Roosevelt?  
Yes, he was a fifth cousin of the former president.  He also married Theodore’s niece, Eleanor Roosevelt.  

As we close out this chapter, I want to tell you a bit about Franklin’s childhood.  He was born into a 
wealthy, upper-class family and grew up as an only child on a country estate.  At an early age, he under-
stood that he was born to privilege and was different from other boys.  Roosevelt rarely interacted with 
other children.  He was not allowed to mingle with children below his class, and thus most of his time was 
spent around his parents’ friends and other adults.  Franklin was educated at home by his mother and a 
succession of governesses until he was fourteen.  
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Although Roosevelt’s life was scheduled for him, and his mother was particularly strict, he usually man-
aged to get his own way.  He was sometimes deceitful and selfish, but he was not openly rebellious.  Like 
his distant cousin Teddy Roosevelt, FDR loved nature and pursued naturalist hobbies.  Also like his cousin, 
he became well-traveled and had visited much of the United States and Europe by the time he was four-
teen.  At that age, Franklin was sent to boarding school.  

At first, FDR was intimidated by his new school, especially since he arrived two years later than most boys.  
He was not an exceptional athlete, but soon found his niche as a champion high kicker.  Professors and 
the headmaster, Reverend Endicott Peabody, taught FDR the importance of social responsibility.  He was 
taught that, because of his wealth and privilege, it was his duty to become a respected leader in American 
society.  Although he was an average student, FDR soon became self-confident and popular.

While at Harvard from 1900-1904, young Franklin’s days were filled with a little studying, riding, parties, 
and other social events.  He worked for the undergraduate daily newspaper, the Crimson, and became the 
editor-in-chief during in his senior year.  (Later in life, Roosevelt believed that he could empathize with 
newspaper reporters because he had been one himself.)  Roosevelt became well known and popular at col-
lege not only because of his personality, but also because of his relationship with Theodore Roosevelt, who 
was on his road to becoming president of the United States.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the years after World War I in America were revolutionary; changes came from every direc-
tion.  Looking back, it’s easy to see where some people went wrong.  But we should be careful how we judge 
since it was such a troubled time.  When something is new, people make mistakes while they figure out 
how to handle it correctly, and that’s true whether one is rich, poor, young, old, liberal, conservative, white, 
black, male, female, Protestant, Roman Catholic, or Jew.  May God teach us how to study other people’s 
mistakes so that we can learn from them without judging them!
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Chapter 8 | America’s Roaring 20s & Russia’s Stalin

Introduction

This chapter is mostly about Franklin Delano Roosevelt, Warren G. Harding, and Russian dictator Joseph 
Stalin.  Of these three leaders, we will say least about Franklin D.  Roosevelt—I will only review his youth 
briefly and describe his early career in politics.  However, I recommend that you pay attention to him, for 
he will become one of the American presidents—like Washington, Jackson, and Lincoln—who helped to 
shaped American history and culture in important ways.  

Warren G. Harding was America’s president from 1921 to 1923.  His entire presidency can be summarized 
in part of one chapter because, unfortunately, he was neither a great man nor a great president.  He died 
in office under a cloud of impending scandal because he was not too bright and had a habit of trusting the 
wrong people.  

In this chapter, I will also begin to describe another world leader who lived in Russia: Joseph Stalin.  From 
poverty and a terrible childhood, Stalin rose to succeed Lenin as the dictator of Russia.  Unfortunately, he 
became one of the most notable mass-murderers in history.    

Before we begin on these leaders, however, I want to tell you about the Jazz Age, radio, movies, and Amer-
ican culture in the 1920s.  These were not all good all the time, but at least no one ever accused them of 
willful murder. 

American Culture in the 1920s 

President Harding had begun his term with the promise of helping Americans return to normalcy.  Al-
though some things returned to “normal,” even a cursory reading of the last chapter should have con-
vinced you that American culture’s “normal” had radically shifted during World War I.  In addition to 
the changes I described for you last week, America also introduced a new artistic movement, new music, 
literature, fashion, games, and something called “motion pictures” (which we call “movies” today) in the 
1920s.  With all this change going on, we might say that the 1920s American culture was to pre-World War 
I American culture as “normalcy” is to “normality”—more than a little off-kilter and “incorrect.”   

The Harlem Renaissance And Jazz

A whole new kind of culture emerged in a predominately black American neighborhood called Harlem 
on the northern end of Manhattan in the 1920s.  Black American musicians, artists, actors, and authors 
gathered together in what was then called “the new Negro Movement,” but which we now describe as “The 
Harlem Renaissance.”  

The Harlem musicians produced their own special kind of music—jazz—the first truly American musical 
style to spread around the world.  (White Americans had tried for upwards of a century to be noticed 
artistically by Europe, but it was the black Americans who had that honor first!)  Jazz originated in New 
Orleans, but it migrated north (as indeed did the black Americans themselves after World War I) and 
became famous in New York.  

Jazz combined the songs and tribal rhythms of these Americans’ African ancestors with European mu-
sic to create a blend of sounds unlike anything heard before.  The Harlem neighborhood produced many 
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famous black jazz musicians, and these great artists set the standards by which others are judged: Satchmo, 
Duke Ellington, Ella Fitzgerald, Count Basie, Louis Armstrong, King Oliver, and Jelly Roll Morton, and 
Dizzy Gillespie.  

These musicians also popularized the Blues: a passionate kind of music with a jazz rhythm that was fre-
quently sung by African American women and copied by many musicians in later years.  Jazz and Blues 
enchanted many audiences who loved the originality of the rhythms.  They gave Americans a music that 
was unique to the United States.  In their honor, we sometimes call the 1920s in America the “Jazz Age.”

Of course, in its early days, some people objected to jazz simply because it was new and sounded unfa-
miliar.  In fact, Thomas Edison said it was “for the nuts” and reminded him of “the dying moan of dead 
animals.”  1  Edison’s opinion notwithstanding, jazz quickly caught the attention of Europeans.  They were 
much interested and began to pay more attention to American culture as a result.    

In America, there were various objections to jazz.  For example, saxophone jazz solos could sound sensu-
ous, and since jazz was the music of choice in speakeasies (where illegal alcohol was served) and houses of 
ill repute, jazz came to be associated (especially in the minds of American moralists) with sex, rebellion, 
and crime.  Later on, George Gershwin famously “made a lady” out of jazz, but, like the English theater of 
Shakespeare’s day, it began life in disgrace before mounting to the heights of honor and fame.

Dancing to jazz music became popular, and dances such as the Charleston, the black bottom, and the 
shimmy, shocked the older generation.  As jazz grew in popularity, soloists grouped together to form “big 
bands.”  The musical style of these bands was referred to as “swing” and was played in dance halls.   

Literature And Art

Harlem wasn’t only famous for making music.  Its black American authors (such as Langston Hughes, for 
instance) wrote books, poetry, and plays.  New York theaters put on these plays in which actors told new 
stories that gripped the imaginations and emotions of those who watched.  Black American painters also 
created art that showed their point of view.  

Harlem was not the only city in which black Americans began to gather, and therefore it was not the 
only study in which the talents of black Americans could be found.  Record numbers of them gathered in 
Chicago, Detroit, and other major cities of the North, searching for work and a better life for their fami-
lies.  Music, writing, and art that began in Harlem spread first to the black American communities in such 
cities, then further out into the rest of American culture.

Meanwhile, as usual, America continued to be interested in literature written by either Americans or Eu-
ropeans who could express or respond to the ideas of the day.  American or British authors such as Ernest 
Hemingway, T.S. Eliot, James Joyce, Ezra Pound, Robert Frost, D.H. Lawrence, George Orwell, Graham 
Greene, William Faulkner, Margaret Mitchell, and F. Scott Fitzgerald, became popular bestsellers.    

Their works communicated, among other things, excitement, the American dream, and an atmosphere 
of creativity.  Also present, however, were expressions of human corruption, moral deterioration, despair, 
and the struggle of adjusting to a new modern way of life that had lost much of its faith in God and in 
goodness or redemption.  Ezra Pound, who promoted the new Free Verse, championed the slogan “make it 
new!”  No more, it seemed, were there so many seeking the old ways to walk in and find rest for their souls.

1.  Quoted by Jane Bingham, Popular Culture: 1920-1939 (Chicago: Heinemann Library, 2013), p.  11.
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Let’s Go To The Movies!

The history of the movies in America goes all the way back to 1878-1888, when Eadweard (yes, he really 
spelled it that way—I checked) Muybridge conducted motion studies, including his famous “Horse in 
Motion” series, using multiple cameras to capture sequential photographs of movement.  In other words, 
he made a moving picture.  Then, just as Muybridge was completing some of his work in 1888, none other 
than Thomas Edison invented the Kinetoscope, a peephole viewer for watching short motion pictures.

Well, that caught on.  In 1891, Edison and his assistant, William K.L. Dickson, developed the Kinetoscope 
further.  In 1894, the first commercial Kinetoscope parlor opened in New York City.  Then, in France, in 
1895, Auguste and Louis Lumière invent the Cinématographe, a portable motion-picture camera and pro-
jector.  Now things were off and rolling!

In 1903, Edwin S. Porter directed “The Great Train Robbery,” one of the first films that told a story.  It 
would be followed in 1915 by “The Birth of a Nation,” another groundbreaking narrative film.  (Note that 
both of these were “silent pictures” with captions but no sound, and all American movies made up to 1927 
were also “silent” movies.)  

In 1908, the first movie studio, the Thomas H. Ince Studio, was established in Culver City, California.  In 
1910, the first American film companies begin moving to Hollywood, attracted by its favorable weather 
and varied landscapes.  For example, Universal Pictures was founded by Carl Laemmle in 1912, and First 
National Pictures was established in Hollywood in 1917.  Warner Bros. Pictures followed in 1923.

United Artists was founded by Charlie Chaplin, Mary Pickford, Douglas Fairbanks, and D.W. Griffith (all 
early film stars) in 1919.  In 1927, the release of “The Jazz Singer,” starring Al Jolson, marked the birth of 
sound in motion pictures.  The transition from “silent” movies to “talkies” spelled death for silent films, 
but it was birth and life for the “Golden Age of Hollywood.”  In 1929, the first Academy Awards (Oscars) 
ceremony took place in Hollywood.

The film industry was a major driver of economic growth in the 1920s. Hollywood studios generated 
substantial revenue, and the film industry contributed significantly to the overall American economy.  The 
impact of Hollywood and motion pictures on American culture in the 1920s is hard to summarize be-
cause it was so big and important.  “The cinema” became a major form of entertainment and a mirror of 
American values.    

First, movies offered an escape from the challenges of post-World War I America, providing escapism and 
fantasy.  They also helped to get Americans “on the same page” with each other.  Moviegoers across the 
country saw the same films, celebrities, and fashion trends.  This helped create a sense of shared national 
identity and cultural norms.

Hollywood also introduced the concept of celebrity culture on a large scale.  Stars like Charlie Chaplin, 
Mary Pickford, Rudolph Valentino, and Clara Bow became iconic figures, and their lives and romances 
were closely followed by the media and the public.  Celebrity endorsements and product placements in 
films also influenced consumer behavior.  

For example, the chic, glamorous, exotic, or opulent costumes worn by actors and actresses in movies 
influenced clothing trends, including flapper fashion trends, in the 1920s.  Hollywood also contributed to 
the evolution of American English.  Phrases and slang from films entered everyday language, shaping the 
way Americans spoke and interacted.
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Some slang phrases that moviegoers might have heard in the 1920s are still recognizable today:

	� The Bee’s Knees: Meaning something excellent or outstanding.
	� The Cat’s Pajamas: Similar to “the bee’s knees,” describes something impressive or stylish.
	� The Real McCoy: Referring to something genuine or authentic.
	� 23 Skidoo: An expression used to tell someone to leave quickly or go away.
	� Hooch: Slang for illegal alcohol during Prohibition.
	� Doll: A term of endearment for a woman.
	� Dapper: Meaning well-dressed or stylish.
	� Speakeasy: An illicit bar or nightclub selling alcohol during Prohibition.
	� Bootlegger: A person who illegally made or distributed alcohol during Prohibition.
	� Flapper: A young woman known for her short haircut and independent attitude.
	� Baloney: Nonsense or something untrue.
	� Ritzy: Describing something luxurious or elegant.
	� Giggle Water: A slang term for alcohol, particularly cocktails.
	� Upchuck: To vomit.
	� Darb: A term for someone who is excellent or a skilled person.
	� Zozzled: Drunk or intoxicated.
	� Cheese It: A phrase used to mean “stop” or “halt.”
	� Fire Extinguisher: Someone who puts a damper on the fun or a party pooper.
	� Joint: A place or establishment, often used to refer to speakeasies.
	� Juice Joint: A speakeasy or illegal bar.
	� Gams: A slang term for a woman’s legs.
	� Ossified: Extremely drunk or intoxicated.
	� Sheik/Sheba: Slang terms for an attractive man or woman.
	� Hard-Boiled: Used to describe someone tough or cynical.
	� Flat Tire: A dull or boring person.
	� Bank’s Closed: A phrase indicating a person is not interested in romantic advances.
	� On the Lam: To be on the run or evading the law.
	� Blow Your Top: To lose your temper or become very angry.

Hollywood films often reflected the changing social and cultural values of the era. Films like “The Great 
Gatsby” (1926) explored themes of excess and decadence, while others addressed problems of race, gender, 
and class.  Movies could both challenge and reinforce American society’s worldview beliefs.  
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Interestingly, Hollywood films were not limited to the United States; they had a global audience.  Like jazz 
music, American films played a crucial role in exporting American culture and influencing international 
cinema.  Conversely, American movies (and American culture in general) were influenced by many of the 
foreign locations that American soldiers had visited while “over there” fighting in World War I.  

Thus, American movies were influenced from the beginning with ideas from far-off Asia, Arabia, Egypt, 
and Europe!  For example, Rudolph Valentino, an Italian-American actor, was famous for his portrayal 
of an Arabian sheik.  Meanwhile, movie stars like Gloria Swanson and Clara Bow were being inspired in 
their clothing choices by the Egyptian artifacts discovered in Tutenkhamen’s tomb in 1922. 

Movies, it is safe to say, brought Americans’ views, perspectives, and passions, simultenously closer to each 
other and closer to those of the rest of the world.  They have continued to do so ever since. 

Radio

Like cinema, radio came into its own in the 1920s in America.  Of course, as you may recall from earlier 
chapters, the foundations of radio technology were laid in the late 19th and early 20th centuries.  Inventors 
like Guglielmo Marconi and Lee de Forest developed wireless telegraphy and radio transmission.  Then, in 
1904, British engineer John Ambrose Fleming developed vacuum tubes, which improved the amplification 
of radio signals, was a significant breakthrough.

It is strange to realize that something as important to American culture in the 1920s as the birth of the in-
ternet was to Americans in the 1990s began quietly.  Radio broadcasting in the United States was a largely 
amateur and experimental endeavor in the 1910s.  At first, like the internet, it was simply used for point-
to-point communication and received limited public attention.

In 1920, Westinghouse Electric and Manufacturing Company established the first commercial radio sta-
tion, KDKA, in Pittsburgh.  This marked the beginning of regular scheduled broadcasts.  The 1920s then 
saw an explosion in radio broadcasting.  Hundreds of stations were established across the country, cover-
ing a wide range of content, from music and news to entertainment and sports.  By 1927, Congress had to 
pass a Radio Act to regulate the radio industry and administrate radio frequencies to avoid interference!

Radio brought live music, comedy shows, and dramatic performances directly into American homes.  It 
became a main source of entertainment, introducing new music genres like jazz and popularizing come-
dians like Jack Benny and Amos ‘n’ Andy.  Radio broadcasts allowed millions to follow sports events in 
real-time, particularly baseball games.  Iconic sports moments became a shared cultural experience.

Major radio networks, such as NBC and CBS, were established, connecting stations nationwide and 
enabling the broadcasting of programs to a mass audience.  These networks helped to standardize pro-
gramming and advertising practices.  Radio advertising became a major revenue source for broadcasters.  
Advertisers created jingles, slogans, and branded content that became ingrained in popular culture.

Radio dramatically changed the way news was disseminated. It offered immediate access to breaking 
news, and major events, such as Charles Lindbergh’s solo flight across the Atlantic, were broadcast live.  
Of course, politicians soon recognized the power of radio for reaching voters.  Presidential candidates like 
Warren G. Harding and (later) Franklin D. Roosevelt used radio to campaign and communicate with the 
public.  
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There can be no question that radio, like movies, changed American culture.  Radio bridged urban-rural 
divides, bringing news and entertainment to isolated rural areas.  It unified Americans across regions be-
cause now they shared common cultural experiences.  Interestingly, it simultaneously allowed immigrants 
to share and preserve their cultural heritage in their own communities, helping to preserve and share their 
ethnic traditions.

Franklin Delano Roosevelt

The Jazz Age was in full swing when Franklin Delano Roosevelt (“FDR,” for short) ran for the office of 
Vice President in 1920.  He lost then, but he won the presidency later, and so it is well to be introduced to 
him now.  As I explained last week, FDR was born in New York in 1882 to a wealthy family that had deep 
roots in the region.  (One of his ancestors came to America in 1621 aboard the Fortune, the second ship to 
arrive at Plymouth after the Mayflower.)  

While growing up, FDR was mostly homeschooled until the age of fourteen.  His family took him to 
Europe seven or eight times, and he learned to speak French and German.  He went to Harvard, where he 
was modestly successful as a student and served as editor of the student newspaper: The Harvard Crimson.

In 1903, FDR became engaged to his fifth cousin, Eleanor Roosevelt, and they were married in 1905.  El-
eanor’s uncle was Teddy Roosevelt, and FDR looked up to Cousin Teddy as an example and inspiration, 
especially after the death of his own father.  Ironically, Teddy Roosevelt was a strong Republican, but FDR 
joined the Democrat Party.  Despite their differences, Teddy supported FDR’s desire to be a politician.     

Teddy Roosevelt and Franklin Delano Roosevelt were alike in a variety of ways:

	� Like Teddy, FDR was enthusiastic, a hard worker, well liked, and respected by many.  

	� Like Teddy, FDR loved political combat.  He was not content to sit back and watch things 
happen or let corruption in government alone.  For example, he joined a group of rebellious 
Democrats who disapproved of the powerful Tammany Hall organization that controlled 
New York politics at that time.    

	� Like Teddy, FDR was also highly criticized by opponents.  Yet, like his cousin, FDR’s stand 
became news in papers across the nation and furthered his name.  

	� FDR even landed in the same government office (Assistant Secretary to the Navy) that Teddy 
had held under President McKinley.

Although the Roosevelts had six children together, their marriage was not a happy one.  FDR was unfaith-
ful to his wife.  They considered divorce, but the eventually the couple decided to remain married while 
living in separate households.  (Neither FDR nor Eleanor paid much attention to their children; they left 
the job of raising them almost completely to nannies and Franklin’s mother.)  Eleanor focused her ener-
gy and talents on politics and social work; she was a considerable help to her husband although they no 
longer loved each other.
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Campaign for Senate

In 1910, FDR began his own political career by running as a Democrat for a firmly Republican seat in the 
Twenty-Sixth District of the New York State Senate.  He was invited to do so by Democrat leaders, and 
FDR campaigned hard for that seat!  For example, he decided that he should greet as many voters as possi-
ble in the district, and so he became the first political candidate to campaign by automobile.  

FDR stopped at every crossroad village and country store, greeting people and beginning his speeches 
with the phrase, “My friends …”  He quickly improved his speech-giving skills and spoke about govern-
ment reform and protecting the interests of the area’s farmers.  When election day was over and votes were 
counted, FDR had beaten his opponent by more than 1,000 votes!  

The significance of FDR success was that the Twenty-Sixth District was firmly Republican, but Roosevelt 
was a Democrat candidate.  This success made him one of the most famous political figures in New York, 
and he was thenceforward in the spotlight.      

FDR and World War I

Within a few short years of being in politics, FDR had been noticed by President Woodrow Wilson, who 
appointed him to the post of Assistant Secretary of the Navy.  There, Roosevelt used his gifts of adminis-
tration in the service of his country.  For example, when the United States entered World War I, Roosevelt 
immersed himself in mobilizing the navy.  

In his enthusiasm, Roosevelt devised many plans to make the navy more effective.  Some of his ideas were 
shot down by experts, but others, such as forming a wall of underwater mines across the North Sea, were 
used and proved successful.    

In 1918, Roosevelt toured the Western Front, visiting battlefields and inspecting naval installations in 
France and Belgium.  He was so close to the actual fighting that he once came under German artillery fire.  
He also witnessed the devastation of the Verdun battlefield, where almost 500,000 men had been killed.    

When he returned home, FDR tried to enlist for active duty, but by that time the war was ending.  How-
ever, Roosevelt did accompany President Wilson to the Paris peace talks as the representative for the Navy 
Department.

Campaign for Vice President 

In 1920, President Wilson was a very sick man who could barely perform the duties of his office.  (You 
will recall that he suffered a stroke during an exhausting but ineffective cross-country campaign to rally 
support for the League of Nations.)  The Democratic Party could not hope to get Wilson reelected, so they 
nominated James Cox for president, and Cox selected FDR as his running mate.  

As Democrats, Cox and FDR were supporters of Woodrow Wilson, and they wanted America to join 
the League of Nations.  They ran on a platform of continued reforms in government, and they urged 
Americans to ratify the Treaty of Versailles.  Now, since you know how unsuccessful Wilson had been in 
persuading Americans to vote for the League of Nations, you can probably guess how FDR’s first foray 
into national politics was about to turn out, but before we get there, let me point out a few of his election 
innovations.
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In politics, up to this point, most candidates for president and vice-president would stay home and allow 
the members of their party to campaign for them.  This tradition had begun with Washington, and few 
candidates wanted to break with that tradition!  They felt that actively campaigning would make them 
look hungry for power.  That was the tradition, but FDR refused to sit on the sidelines!  Instead he visited 
thirty-two states and made over a thousand speeches.  (Eleanor Roosevelt joined her husband on the cam-
paign, which was also unusual.)   

The campaign was a flop because Cox and Roosevelt would make a platform out of the idea that America 
should join the League of Nations.  The American public didn’t like the League; they liked the idea of 
peace and prosperity.  Also, the election of 1920 was the first in which women could vote, and they joined 
their husbands in preferring a quiet home life to foreign wars.  Thus, despite Roosevelt’s personal popular-
ity, the American public elected the Republican Warren Harding and his running mate, Calvin Coolidge, 
whose campaign promised both peace and prosperity.  

Interestingly, although Cox and Roosevelt lost, FDR made many valuable political contacts during the race.  
In fact, Roosevelt did not believe that the election results constituted a defeat.  He saw his experience as a 
chance to learn more about the American people and grow in his campaigning skills.  

President Warren Harding

Warren G. Harding was elected as the next president of the United States in 1920, and Calvin Coolidge 
was his vice president.  I ought to warn you in advance that Harding’s presidency was rather a disaster and 
a blot on the landscape of American history.  Isn’t that a cheerful thought?  Now for the details.

Harding’s life began so simply and sweetly that it seems hard to believe his presidency would later go so 
badly wrong.  He was the oldest of eight children and lived most of his life in the small town of Marion, 
Ohio.  He loved his little town and was proud of it, once saying that the happiest person he knew from 
Marion wasn’t some big successful businessman who left town, but was rather the local janitor who got to 
live in Marion.  

In his small town, Harding was considered a good fellow, and he was much-loved by his friends.  In 
Marion, he worked various jobs: teacher, insurance salesman, and reporter.  He also married a woman 
five years his senior (named Florence) who was hard-driving and a good administrator.  She had high 
ambitions for her husband and essentially “made him.”  He bought a small newspaper and, with her help, 
turned it into a widely-read and successful paper despite the fact that he was a poor writer.  

As a newspaper man who reported on politics, Harding had a free railroad pass that he used to attend po-
litical events.  He became a supporter of the Republican Party and used his newspaper to help Republicans.  
In 1899, Harding, with his wife’s urging and support, ran for and was elected to the Ohio State Senate.  
Four years later, he was elected as the lieutenant governor of Ohio.  

From 1915 until his inauguration as president in 1921, Harding was a United States senator from Ohio.  In 
fact, he was the first man to be elected president while holding an active seat in the Senate.  During this 
time, he strongly protested against the United States joining the League of Nations after World War I, and 
perhaps it was that quality that caught the eye of Republican Party leaders.  They, judging correctly that 
the mood of the American people was reactionary against all that Democrat Woodrow Wilson had stood 
for, wanted to nominate someone who was Wilson’s opposite in every possible way.  
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Harding fit the bill perfectly.  Wilson was a cool man and a loner.  Harding was genuinely friendly to all 
whom he met, and he had many friends.  Wilson was a scholar and an intellectual.  Harding was not a 
clear thinker or a man of high ideals.  Wilson called the American people to sacrifice for the sake of prin-
ciple, no matter the cost to themselves.  Harding thought it was time to return to the peace and prosperity 
of American “normalcy” (a word he coined because he didn’t know that the right form of the word was 

“normality”).  Finally, Wilson had campaigned so hard for his ideas that it nearly killed him, but Harding 
conducted a much gentler front-porch campaign against his opponents in the election of 1920.

Harding might have been the perfect candidate, but he also a dark horse: a relatively unknown candidate 
who was nominated because his party couldn’t decide between more popular candidates.  Nevertheless, 
Harding was like and admired by most Americans.  He had a reputation for being a calm and friendly 
man – even his rivals in the Republican Party tended to like him!  He was not known for being especially 
smart or for making important speeches.  More than anything, he seemed to be someone that any Ameri-
can could be friends with—he was simply a friendly neighbor from a small, friendly town.    

The campaign was the first to be significantly covered by the press and supported by Hollywood.  Also, 
Florence Harding played an active role in helping her husband get elected.  He knew that many Americans 
were happy that World War I had been won, and now they simply wanted to get on with living their lives.  
Therefore, Harding’s theme for his campaign was “Return to Normalcy.”  

This theme became a popular phrase of the times, which is ironic because Harding coined the word mis-
takenly; the right word is “normality.”  Nevertheless, the word stuck, and you may still hear it used today.  
Harding’s campaign was a “first” in other ways besides successfully misusing the English language: the 
campaign was also the first to be significantly covered by the press and supported by Hollywood.  

Florence Harding’s more active role in helping her husband get elected was also another “first.”  Perhaps 
she and Eleanor Roosevelt both participated actively in their husbands’ campaigns as a reflection of 
American women’s new participation in politics as, for the first time in American history, they joined their 
husbands at the polls in the 1920 election.

Treaties

As President, Harding had to leave his beloved small town and move to Washington D.C. to keep his 
promise and try to restore America to “normalcy.”  One of his first jobs was to make peace with Germany.  
Strangely enough, the rest of Europe had made peace in 1919 with the Treaty of Versailles, but since the 
American Senate (which included Harding as the Senator from Ohio) had rejected the Treaty while Wilson 
was in office, America was still technically at war with Germany in 1921, two years after the guns fell silent.  

Wilson’s dream of creating and joining the League of Nations was the problem, of course.  While he was 
President, Wilson had not allowed America to make a different peace treaty.  He insisted on the Treaty of 
Versailles as the only option, which required America to become a member of the League.  

Once Harding became President, the roadblock was cleared and peace with Germany and several other 
nations was finally made through treaties that were acceptable to the American people such as the Five 
Power Treaty, the Four Power Treaty, and the Nine Power treaty.  Each of these treaties attempted to estab-
lish peace time measures such as a limitation in battleship production, respecting Pacific possessions, and 
making the Open Door Policy with China official.
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Naval treaties were also negotiated by Harding’s Secretary of State, Charles Evans Hughes, in 1922.  They 
were self-policing, international agreements made peacefully between nations that were experiencing some 
tensions in the Pacific because of competing interests there.  Allen notes that “[The] Naval Treaty … less-
ened the burden of competition [between nations] … and in addition set a precedent of profound impor-
tance.  The armaments which a nation built were now definitely recognized as being a matter of interna-
tional concern, subject to international agreement.” 1 

Friends And Scandals

Harding’s two greatest strengths were his genial nature and his “presidential” looks.  He could deliver a 
speech well and insisted on writing his own speeches.  However, he could not write grammatically, and his 
lack of writing skill led to rhetorical blunders or convoluted sentences that his enemies loved to criticize.  
They must have had a field day with “normalcy”!  

In fact, it must be admitted Harding was not particularly sharp mentally.  Allen, in Only Yesterday, says, 
“His mind was vague and fuzzy. …  His inability to discover for himself the essential facts of a problem and 
to think it through made him utterly dependent upon subordinates and friends whose mental processes 
were sharper than his own.” 2  That might have turned out all right if not for the fact that, like former pres-
ident Ulysses S.  Grant, Harding seems to have been a poor judge of character.  

No one accused Harding himself in the several financial scandals that happened under his administration, 
but he did put ill-equipped or dishonest people into positions of power and trust.  Allen writes that Hard-
ing “had little notion of technical fitness for technical jobs.  Offices were plums to him, and he handed 
them out like a benevolent Santa Claus—beginning with the boys from Marion.” 3 

Ah, yes, the boys from Marion.  You see, Harding brought many of his friends and political cronies from 
Ohio.  They were known as the “Ohio Gang,” and they were his Achilles heel.  He wanted to reward them 
for their support, and, as Allen noted, he wanted to share his good fortune with good friends.  Harding, 
therefore, brought the Ohio Gang to Washington and gave them positions in high places that many were 
unsuited to fill.  

One or two of Harding’s picks worked out well (Hughes, for example, was not a notable failure).  Some 
were inept at their posts.  Still others took advantage of Harding’s trust and used their offices to benefit 
personally from graft.  Partly as a result, Harding’s administration was filled with scandals rather than 
productivity.  

For example, the Teapot Dome Scandal began to unfold in 1921 and continued into 1923.  It had to do 
with Harding’s secretary of the interior, Albert B. Fall.  The American Navy held oil reserves located in 
Teapot Dome, Wyoming, which Fall sold to a private company without competitive bidding.  The company 
gave Fall plenty of money (and, by the way, cattle) for authorizing the sale.  Fall was convicted of bribery 
and corruption in 1929. 

1.  Frederick Lewis Allen, Only Yesterday: An Informal History of the 1920s (Perennial, 2000), p. 115.
2.  Ibid., p. 109-110.
3.  Ibid., p. 110.
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Teapot Dome was the most famous scandal of Harding’s administration, but it was not the only one:      

	� Veterans Bureau Scandal (1923):  This scandal centered on the mismanagement and financial irreg-
ularities within the Veterans Bureau, which was responsible for providing benefits to World War I 
veterans.  Charles F. Cramer, legal adviser of the Veterans’ Bureau, and Charles R. Forbes, its director, 
were implicated in corruption and profiteering through misuse of funds.  Cramer committed suicide; 
Forbes was jailed.

	� Ohio Gang Influence (1920-1923 and after): Throughout Harding’s presidency, he relied on the “Ohio 
Gang,” a group of close friends and political allies from his home state of Ohio who held influential 
positions within his administration.  Many members of this group were involved in corrupt activities, 
influence-peddling, and bribery.

	� Daugherty Scandals (1920s): These scandals went on throughout Harding’s presidency.  They con-
cerned Harry M. Daugherty, Harding’s Attorney General, who was charged with crimes related to his 
administration of the Alien Property Custodian’s Office.  Two juries failed to agree on a verdict, and 
Daugherty was freed, but the scandal continued.

Let us also not forget Jesse W. Smith, who committed suicide in the midst of arranging settlements 
between criminals and the Department of Justice. These events cast a shadow over Warren G. Harding’s 
presidency and led to a loss of public trust in the government. They continue to be remembered as among 
the worst political scandals in American history.

These scandals came out slowly, and in a progression of confusing, contradictory, and unwilling testimo-
nies of government officials and oil tycoons that nevertheless forced several of Harding’s cronies to resign 
months or even years after Harding’s presidency had ended.

Death

Before these scandals became publicly known, Harding took a train trip across America in the summer of 
1923, combining a vacation with some political speeches along the way.  After visiting Alaska, he became 
sick, first with what looked like food poisoning and then pneumonia.  A week later, when he seemed to be 
getting better, he suddenly died of what doctors believed was a heart attack.  Harding’s death occurred in 
San Francisco, California, on August 2, 1923.  Vice President Calvin Coolidge became president.  

(Some suspected that Harding may have been poisoned by his wife for committing adultery, or that he may 
have found out about the corruption of his friends and committed suicide.  Florence Harding, in partic-
ular, was suspected because she refused to let doctors study his body to determine the exact cause of his 
death.  However, such speculations were never proven, and the official cause of death was a heart attack 
following food poisoning and pneumonia.  At this point, it is unlikely that we will ever know what truly 
happened.)   

Americans grieved over the loss of their beloved, distinguished-looking president.  Many thought that he 
had died as a result of working so hard for them.  Thousands of Americans lined the tracks along which 
the funeral train traveled as the body was taken back to Ohio.  

The details of these scandals came out slowly and confusingly over quite a length of time.  Interesting-
ly, most people didn’t change their opinion of Harding even when the Teapot Dome and other scandals 
leaked out in the months and years after his death.  If anything, Americans seemed angrier with the peo-
ple who insisted on investigating the scandals than with those who were responsible for them.  
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However, some felt it was enough to know that Harding (who was really responsible and who had been 
much beloved) was dead now, and an honest man had taken his place.  It seemed more like speaking ill of 
the dead than bringing guilty men to justice to rake up all the old stories.  The public felt that investiga-
tors should forget the matter and let it rest with the dead president.  Perhaps some of them also felt that he 
shouldn’t be blamed for what his corrupt friends did so long as he himself wasn’t guilty of wrongdoing.

Joseph Stalin

It’s time at last to turn our attention back to Europe, and specifically to Russia.  In this chapter, you will 
begin to learn about Joseph Stalin, a Russian leader who turned out to be one of the most historically 
important people of the first half of the twentieth century.  I’m sorry to inform you that he came to a bad 
end—in fact, he came to a much worse end than Warren G. Harding!

Childhood and Boyhood

Joseph Vis-sa-ri-o-no-vich Dzhu-gash-vi-li (now known to us as Joseph Stalin or simply Stalin) was born 
in 1878.  Unlike Warren Harding, he had a tragic childhood.  Stalin grew up the only child of a stern 
mother and an alcoholic father.  The family lived in awful poverty in Russia at a time when disease and 
death were normal parts of everyday life for the poor.  Stalin’s father beat Stalin furiously when he was in 
a bad temper, which was often.  In fact, Joseph’s father is an excellent example of the evils of drunkenness 
that American tried (unsuccessfully) to cure with Prohibition.

Stalin’s father also beat his mother, which made Stalin protective of his mother to the point of defending 
her by putting himself in harm’s way.  In fact, some say that one of Stalin’s arms was shorter than the 
other because of his father’s beatings.  Also, when he was seven years old, Stalin contracted a disease called 
smallpox, which left deep scars that disfigured his face for the rest of his life.

The boy Joseph was not physically attractive, but he had a good mind.  When he was ten, his mother sent 
him to the Gori Church School where he showed a gift for poetry.  He often got into fights with other boys 
but was otherwise an excellent student.  When he was older (at the age of fifteen), Joseph went to a semi-
nary (a school that trained priests), but instead of turning to God, he became an atheist.  

Joseph and other students began to read books the school had banned, and then they read books forbidden 
by the Russian government.  When he discovered the communist writings of Karl Marx and Vladimir 
Lenin, Stalin learned about the theory of communism and Marx’s views on how a society could embrace 
this system, and he began to work for revolution.

Early Political Activity

While he was still a student, Joseph joined the Russian Social Democratic Labor Party and began giving 
lectures on Marxism to small groups.  Because of his working-class background and simple way of speak-
ing, he found that he connected with his audiences.  He dropped out of school to be a revolutionary, and, 
not too surprisingly, he was caught by police, arrested, and exiled to Siberia in 1902. 

As you may recall, when the Russian Social Democratic Labor Party split into two groups (the Bolsheviks 
and the Mensheviks), Lenin took leadership of the Bolsheviks.  After his first imprisonment in Siberia, 
Stalin joined the Bolsheviks.  There, Lenin quickly recognized Stalin’s commitment and talents.  Lenin ap-
pointed Stalin to the Bolshevik Central Committee, where Stalin edited the party newspaper called Pravda 
(which means “truth” in Russian).  Stalin, along with other Bolshevik gangsters, was also given the task of 
stealing money and committing acts of terrorism against the government. 
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After his first escape from Siberia, Joseph married, but his young wife died in 1907.  At her funeral, he 
told a friend, “She was the one creature who softened my heart of stone.  She is dead, and with her have 
died my last warm feelings for humanity.” He adopted a new name in reaction to her death: Stalin, which 
means “man of steel.”  

A new name was not a bad idea.  Between 1908 and 1913, Stalin also hid his identity, constantly working 
undercover so as to avoid re-arrest as much as possible.  Nevertheless, Stalin was arrested and sent to Sibe-
ria five more times during this period.  He also escaped five more times.  

After the 1917 October Revolution put Lenin finally in power, Stalin once again returned from imprison-
ment in Siberia.  When he got back to the capital, Lenin and the other top Bolshevik leaders were out of 
the country.  Stalin took control while Lenin was gone, and when Lenin returned, Stalin was elected to the 
new Central Committee of the Communist Party.  

Lenin’s Failure In Poland

Lenin’s next priority after winning the civil war (which I described in the last chapter) was to invade 
Poland.  This was the first step that he envisioned on the way to invading Eastern Europe.  He wanted to 
use his position in Russia to force (and lead) a worldwide communist revolution, beginning in Western 
Europe.  

However, Lenin badly miscalculated when he set this goal.  First, the workers in Western Europe respected 
private property.  Second, they refused to be directed by foreign communist leaders.  Third, unlike Russian 
peasants, workers in Western Europe were the beneficiaries of social programs and educational opportu-
nities that governments had put in place in the latter half of the 1800s.  Therefore, European workers had 
no interest in overthrowing the governments of their respective states.  

Lenin and his followers misinterpreted these factors as excuses for inaction and pressed all the harder for 
action.  They also exaggerated every troubled situation in these states as the rumblings of revolution.  Nev-
ertheless, Lenin could not take Poland.  According to Pipes’s book, Three Whys of the Russian Revolution, 
Lenin failed to take Poland due to a combination of overconfidence on Lenin’s part and political posturing 
on the parts of Stalin and Trotsky.  

In terms of actual engagement with the enemy, Lenin seems to have decided that Warsaw was his for the 
asking and ordered Stalin’s troops to march on Southern Europe, 1 but the Poles had been preparing for 
an invasion of Russia’s Ukraine.  Thus, after the Poles were pushed back by the Red Army into their own 
lands, they were able to repel the Russian invaders.

According to Pipes, the loss of Poland had a “shattering effect” on Lenin personally, and it also affected his 
foreign policies ongoing. 2  Pipes tells us that the slogans that Lenin had used successfully in Russia simply 
did not resonate with Polish peasants.  For Lenin, who relied heavily on his revolutionary intuition and ex-
perience, this was a damaging blow to his confidence and psyche.  He was shocked when Polish peasants 
did not rise to his standard but fought with their overlords against the Red Army.

1.  Richard Pipes, Three “Whys” of the Russian Revolution (London: Pimlico, 1998), p. 68-71.
2.  Ibid., p. 71.
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Lenin directed that the Red Army not be used in foreign campaigns for revolution in the future so as not 
to fall afoul of nationalism.  Instead, he decided to develop the army into an ultramodern fighting ma-
chine against the time when the world was ripe for its communist revolution.  Because the Russian revolu-
tion had been a side effect of World War I, Lenin directed Stalin and others to work for a new world war in 
the near future.

Diplomatically, therefore, Lenin (and Stalin after him) sought to foil any reconciliation between Germany 
and the Allies.  Lenin directed in 1922 that Russian diplomats secretly but purposefully sabotage the Ge-
noa Conference, at which the Allies called for the purpose of settling outstanding questions about German 
war debts and reintegrating Germans and Russians back into the international community.  This also 
explains why Stalin later secretly allowed the Germans to build armaments and test and develop weapons 
that were forbidden by the Treaty of Versailles in Russian territories.

Stalin’s Success In Bureaucracy 

Finally, because the revolution remained contained in Russia, Lenin was forced to build a stable state, 
which he named the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (U.S.S.R.) in 1922.  Since he had chosen to rule 
absolutely and by totalitarian methods, he had to create a large bureaucracy that would carry out his plans 
and control the means of production in Russia.  (It is difficult to see, at this point, how exactly Lenin dif-
fered from the Tsar.)  

Lenin’s decision to create a bureaucracy gave Stalin his chance for power.  When Lenin finally succeeded 
in ousting the Provisional Government, Stalin became one of the most powerful men of the new Bolshevik 
regime.  You see, those who fomented the revolution had personalities that were generally not suited to the 
boring, tedious, and detailed work of paper pushing.  Stalin excelled at this kind of relatively humble work, 
and his peers were more than happy to let him have a chief bureaucratic role.  

Thus, under Lenin’s leadership, Stalin was given the position of general secretary of the Russian Commu-
nist Party.  That may not seem like a glamorous prospect, but it was as much as was needed.  Although 
Stalin’s position was not as glorious as that of his rival, Leon Trotsky, it provided access to important files 
about everyone in the government.  

Let me pause here to say a word about this man Trotsky.  First, as you will have guessed, Leon Trotsky was 
one of the major leaders of the Bolsheviks.  He was a Ukrainian Jew, born in 1879.  He befriended Lenin 
during the years of the leader’s exile and, despite being originally a supporter of the Mensheviks, Trotsky 
became Lenin’s Commissar for Foreign Affairs in 1917.  

In fact, Trotsky was one of the diplomats who put together the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk, which made peace 
with Germany and gave up Russian claims to Finland, Latvia, Lithuania, Estonia, and Poland.  After that, 
Trotsky became Commissar for Military and Naval Affairs, which gave him a major role in helping the 
Bolsheviks win the Russian Civil War that occurred between 1917-1922.  Stalin knew that after Lenin died 
or otherwise fell from power, Trotsky would be the man to beat.  

Slowly, Stalin used his role as a glorified paper pusher to replace men who were loyal to other leaders with 
men who owed their positions of power or honor to him alone.  Also, while Trotsky promoted himself 
publicly to the Russian people, behind the scenes Stalin began to wire tap phone lines, spy on private 
homes, and create a network of spies to keep watch on the activity of party officials.  In this way, over sev-
eral years, Stalin’s power quietly grew.
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As things settled down after the excitement of the civil war, working men began to demand (and 
demonstrate for) real socialism—democratic control of the party and, more importantly, of the 
means of production in the Soviet Union.  Lenin was appalled at this development; he had no 
intention of actually sharing power.  Thus, he chose Stalin as general secretary partly because he 
knew Stalin had the ruthlessness to squelch such demands and stomp out all “factionalism.”

What Lenin failed to anticipate was that Stalin, like Lenin, would label any opposition to himself 
personally as “factionalism” and use his new powers to further his own personal power within 
the government.  Stalin used the crusade against factionalism very effectively, especially in un-
dermining his main rival for Lenin’s position: Trotsky.  

Stalin posed as a genial, self-effacing Georgian team player in the five years that Lenin ruled the 
Soviet Union.  No one suspected that a bloody tyrant lurked under the mild-mannered surface.  
Moreover, the working men of the Communist Party mandated that “one of their own” (not an 
intellectual leader) be chosen to head the party.  Stalin seemed to fit that requirement.

Lenin Realizes Too Late

A blood vessel burst in Lenin’s brain in 1922, bringing on the first of a series of strokes that would eventu-
ally kill him.  It was then that Lenin began to suspect Stalin’s power-hungry self-interest.  However, when 
Lenin expressed his concerns to Trotsky, Stalin found out (because he had wiretapped Lenin’s phones).  
Thus, by the time Lenin awoke to Stalin’s ambitions, it too late for him (or anyone else) to stop the man.  

Stalin had too many loyal followers that he had carefully hand-picked within the party.  He began forming 
alliances with certain officials whom he trusted.  Under Stalin’s orders, they spread rumors about Trotsky 
not being trustworthy.  Thus, Stalin effectively undermined and marginalized Trotsky, who was therefore 
no longer capable of overcoming his opponent for power.  

Then, too, Lenin was physically disabled by strokes and too weak to stop Stalin’s course.  Stalin visited Le-
nin every day when he was sick from his first stroke, working to allay Lenin’s suspicions.  Then, thanks to 
his wiretapping ways, Stalin was not surprised when he found out that Lenin had written a last testament 
that warned government officials about the danger he saw in Stalin’s leadership.  

Knowing this, Stalin worked feverishly to gain more power while Lenin lay dying.  Stalin also glorified 
Lenin at the latter’s funeral, thereby winning the hearts of loyal communists with his displays of grief 
and affection.  Stalin’s followers made sure the Russian people knew that he was responsible for making 
Lenin’s funeral a great spectacle.  

Stalin acted as if he had been Lenin’s most trusted and loyal follower, and he pretended to be Lenin’s 
choice for a successor: a picture of Stalin and Lenin together (which Stalin manufactured) gave the impres-
sion that Stalin was Lenin’s choice for a successor.  Thus, when an (ambiguously worded) letter that Lenin 
wrote warning against Stalin was read, the other leaders dismissed Lenin’s concerns in light of the loyalty 
Stalin had shown to Lenin over the past months.  
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With the government’s support and the threat of Lenin’s concerns neatly neutralized, Stalin became the 
dictator of Russia (which Lenin had renamed the Soviet Union in 1922) by his fiftieth birthday.  He even-
tually drove Trotsky out of Russia and tried multiple times to have him assassinated, finally succeeding in 
1940.

Conclusion

In this chapter, we’ve learned about how black Americans made their mark on musical history through 
the invention of jazz.  We’ve seen that America longed to get back to normal when they rejected Cox, FDR, 
and the Treaty of Versailles.  We’ve seen that electing Harding did put America back on track to a normal, 
peaceful life in some ways, although his friends caused several scandals.  Nothing big or earthshattering 
happened while Harding was president, which is pretty much exactly what Americans wanted.  

Stalin, by contrast, would leave a huge mark on history.  He was ambitious and ruthless in his pursuit of 
power.  By working behind the scenes in humble jobs, Stalin seized his moment to become dictator of 
Russia.  In the weeks to come, we’ll learn how pursuing the Communist dream put millions of people in 
their graves.
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Chapter 9 | American Ballyhoo & Hitler’s Early Career

Introduction 

In this chapter, I will tell you about Calvin Coolidge and his presidency in America (1923-1929).  You will 
recall that President Harding had died suddenly, leaving behind scandals for Coolidge to untangle.  Many 
Americans were content with the fact that World War I was over and they could get back to their normal 
lives.  With peace and prosperity, people in America had time for a little silliness or “ballyhoo.”  I will 
describe for you America’s Ballyhoo Years, which ran from 1925-1927.

In Europe, life was not so pleasant, especially in Germany.  I will begin to tell you about Adolf Hitler in 
this chapter because he rose to power in Germany during the 1920s after enduring a terrible childhood 
and serving as a daring soldier in World War I.  Even though he was only a young man in the 1920s, one 
can see the seeds of insanity that led Hitler to become a mass murderer and to start World War II.  

President Coolidge

Personal Life

John Calvin Coolidge, who dropped his first name after college, was born in rural Vermont in 1872.  Upon 
reaching adulthood, he moved a little further south—to Massachusetts—and became a lawyer.  Between 
1899 and 1912, Coolidge served as a Northhampton city councilman and then the mayor of Northhamp-
ton.  He moved up to the state legislature as a Massachusetts state senator in 1912.  Then, in 1916, he 
became lieutenant governor of Massachusetts.  By 1919, he was governor of Massachusetts.  

In the last chapter, we talked about the police strike in Boston that fueled the Red Scare.  Coolidge was 
governor when it happened, and he rose to national fame when he ordered the Massachusetts National 
Guard to stop the strike.  He fired nineteen suspended police officers.  The president of the labor union 
protested these firings, but since criminals took advantage of the strike to rob and loot Boston businesses, 
Coolidge asserted that the strike endangered the public.  He told the labor unions that there is “no right 
to strike against the public safety by anybody, anywhere, anytime.”  The people of Massachusetts then 
reelected Coolidge by a record margin. 

Election to Vice President

Coolidge became Warren Harding’s vice president in 1920.  Harding’s untimely death in the middle of 
his term then made Coolidge president in 1923.  As the scandals of Harding’s old cronies came to light, 
Americans were relieved to think the government was now in the hands of a man as careful and honest as 
Calvin, whom they nicknamed “Silent Cal.”  When elections rolled round again in 1924, he campaigned 
on the slogan “Keep Cool with Coolidge.”  Coolidge was nominated to run again for president at the end 
of the term he served in place of Harding.  He won the election and served a full term from 1925 to 1929.

Foreign Policy and Immigration

Compared to the days of Teddy Roosevelt or Wilson or even Harding, there was relatively little going on 
in terms of foreign policy during the Coolidge years.  One item stands out: the Kellogg-Briand Pact, also 
known as the Pact of Paris, was negotiated by the U.S.  Secretary of State Frank Kellogg and the French 
Foreign Minister Aristide Briand.  It asserted that war should not be an acceptable method of settling 
international disputes; in essence, it attempted to make war illegal.  
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The pact was signed by fifteen nations on August 27, 1928.  Although it obviously did not stop war, the 
pact set a standard that deems military action appropriate only in self-defense or collective defense.  (This 
pact is still in effect today and has been signed by sixty-two nations.)

War may have been outlawed, but racism was not.  During the Coolidge Era, many Americans contin-
ued to hold strong prejudices against foreigners, particularly those from Southern Europe and Asia.  The 
Immigration Act of 1924 reduced the number of immigrants who were allowed entry into the United 
States.  The law favored immigrants from Northern Europe, but it strictly limited Jewish immigrants and 
immigrants from Southern Europe.  Japanese immigrants were not allowed to enter the United States at 
all (a policy which broke the Gentleman’s Agreement that President Theodore Roosevelt had made with 
Japanese leaders).

Philosophy of Government

Coolidge believed that government should be strictly limited in all areas.  He worked to reduce its size and 
pay off loans so that he could reduce taxes.  Unlike Wilson, Coolidge did not want to regulate business 
practices or use federal power to further social reforms.  Nor did Coolidge believe that the national gov-
ernment should provide financially for its citizens.  He vetoed measures that Congress passed to aid both 
veterans and farmers.  

The bills to aid World War I veterans are relatively simple: in 1924, Congress passed the Veterans’ Bonus, 
which was created to provide veterans with insurance that would be available twenty years later.  Coolidge 
tried to veto it, believing it was not the government’s job to give handouts to veterans, but Congress over-
rode Coolidge’s veto.

Also in 1924, Congress tried to aid struggling farmers by proposing several farm relief bills.  These bills 
would have allowed the government to purchase crops at a set price and then sell the produce on the 
world market.  However, Coolidge vetoed one such bill twice because he did not believe that it was the 
government’s role to set a price for goods.  

The bills to aid farmers require a little more context.  You see, ideas about diet had changed in 
the years after World War I.  Scientific discoveries about nutrition and vitamins, coupled with 
the invention of refrigerated railroad cars and trucks, changed the diet of Americans nationwide.  
They ate more fresh produce year-round.  This was good for some farmers; those who grew vege-
tables or were in the dairy business prospered.  

However, farms that grew staples such as wheat, corn, and cotton were not profitable.  To make 
matters worse, foreign markets found competing sources for grains (so they were not as interest-
ed in America’s crops), and women were wearing less and less cotton as synthetic cloths became 
available, so cotton was no longer profitable. 

  

Those industries that were booming—automobile, radio, small electronics, etc.—did not need farm prod-
ucts as raw materials.  Even if farmers invested in labor-saving machinery so as to compete for larger crops, 
they then faced the possibility of overproduction, which depressed prices according to the law of supply 
and demand.  Such was the case for most of the Twenties: the index number of all farm prices fell slowly 
but steadily.  In the end, hundreds of thousands left the farms for city jobs and life.
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Coolidge Era Prosperity

All other things being equal, a “hands off” economic policy generally gives businesses a chance to grow.  
They certainly did in the Coolidge era.  Industry boomed, and, in both 1924 and 1926, the Coolidge tax 
cuts helped the rich and had a positive “trickle-down effect” for the good of the poor as well.  (Even if a tax 
cut most directly benefits the wealthy, these benefits are quickly passed on to the rest of society through 
the creation of more jobs and growth of the economy.)  Capitalists invested their extra capital in new 
industries, in real estate development (especially in Florida), and also in the stock market, which surged 
sensationally during the last two years of Coolidge’s second term.  

As a result, many key industries flourished, and many middle-class families were better off than ever.  
These newly affluent people turned to the stock market themselves, sinking the money they’d made—or 
borrowed!—into speculative ventures.  Unfortunately, some folks were left out of the Coolidge prosperity 
wave.  These included workers in industries that were failing—railroads (because of the new car industry), 
textiles (because of new synthetic fabrics), coal mining, and shipbuilding—and the farmers I mentioned 
earlier, especially those who grew grain or cotton.   

The new industries, by contrast, boomed.  For example, although radio had entered the scene quietly 
enough in 1920, “at the age of three and a half years, radio broadcasting had attained its majority … [with] 
radio penetrating every third home in the country.” 1  Allen writes that “other riders on the prosperity 
band-wagon.  Rayon, cigarettes, refrigerators, telephones, chemical preparations (especially cosmetics), and 
electrical devices of various sorts all were in growing demand.” 2  

Businesses that sold automobiles and radios made plenty of money, as did well as those that made other 
new inventions: refrigerators, telephones, and all sorts of electrical gadgets.  The stores that sold things 
to people also made changes in their operations.  Big department stores  were growing at the expense of 
smaller “mom and pop” stores.  

Advertising as an industry that meant to sell products, rather than simply letting it be known that they exist-
ed, came of age in the Twenties.  (Perhaps they learned their methods from Wilson’s propagandists?)  Allen 
says, “No longer was it considered enough to recommend one’s goods in modest and explicit terms and to 
place them on a counter in the hope that the ultimate consumer would make up his mind to purchase.  The 
advertiser must plan elaborate national campaigns, consult with psychologists, and employ all the eloquence 
of poets to cajole, exhort, or intimidate the consumer into buying,—to ‘break down consumer resistance.’” 3    

As advertising took off, salesmen crisscrossed the country in search of new markets.  They were encour-
aged even to disregard privacy and the wishes or preferences of possible customers.  Allen writes that “The 
salesman must have the ardor of a zealot, must force his way into people’s houses by hook or by crook, 
must let nothing stand between him and the consummation of his sale.  As executives put it, ‘You can’t be 
an order-taker any longer—you’ve got to be a salesman.’” 4  Salesmen under such pressure naturally pres-
sured customers, who had to learn to deal with the newly insistent tone of the advertising industry.

1.  Frederick Lewis Allen, Only Yesterday: An Informal History of the 1920s (Perennial, 2000), p. 143.
2.  Ibid., p. 143-144.
3.  Ibid., p. 146.
4.  Ibid.
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The construction business also flourished during the 1920s (although the Depression later halted its 
progress, as we shall see).  During this era of prosperity, architects designed spectacular skyscrapers such 
as the Chrysler Building in New York and, later, the Empire State Building.  Family homes also received 
a makeover: they were smaller and often had low-pitched roofs.  Some homes were designed in the art 
moderne style with flat roofs and rounded corners; these were usually painted white and looked similar to 
ocean liners.

Automobile companies and related industries were the most profitable and high-profile industries prosper-
ing on Coolidge’s watch.  Frederick Allen notes that “In 1919 there had been 6,771,000 passenger cars in 
service in the United States; by 1929 there were no less than 23,121,00.  There you have possibly the most 
potent statistic of Coolidge Prosperity.” 1   

Railroads dwindled as bus companies and trucking lines expanded and prospered.  Industries that served 
those who traveled by automobiles prospered along major routes.  Allen explains that “Villages which had 
once prospered because they were ‘on the railroad’ languished with economic anemia; villages on Route 
61 bloomed with garages, filling stations, hot-dog stands, chicken-dinner restaurants, tearooms, tourists’ 
rests, camping sites, and affluence.” 2   

Coolidge’s policies meant that businesses could expand and grow without restraint.  The free market 
did what it does best: expanded and brought prosperity to some in all levels of society.  Those workers 
and business owners who had a role in expanding industries prospered most.  Unfortunately, sin natures 
being what they are, the lack of both experience with modern business booms and government’s role in 
commerce meant that unwise practices were followed in regard to the stock market, as we’ll learn in more 
detail in Chapter 10.

The Ballyhoo Years

After World War I, there were popular new ideas about American culture.  For example, as I mentioned 
in the last chapter, many Americans believed that it was time for America to relax after the hardships of 
World War I and celebrate a carefree lifestyle.  On the other hand, many Americans were alarmed at the 
decrease in moral values and thought that Americans were becoming too loose and wild.  

It was the age of frivolity, of immorality, of entertainment, of ballyhoo!  During the Coolidge years, Amer-
icans devoted a remarkable amount of energy and attention to the most momentary and trivial matters.    
For example, would you believe that flagpole sitting was popular during the 1920s (and thankfully not 
much longer)?  People built tiny platforms on top of poles and then sat there—rain or shine—for days or 
even weeks at a time.  It was certainly a way to get noticed, and perhaps it helps to explain why we speak of 
social media “platforms” to this day.  

Other crazy stunts included being shot from a cannon, walking on stilts on ledges, performing daredevil 
acts in small planes, joining marathon dance contests that literally caused contestants to collapse from 
exhaustion, or walking on the wings of planes in flight.  These became popular crowd-pleasing perfor-
mances, but many of them were also extremely dangerous.  

1.  Frederick Lewis Allen, Only Yesterday: An Informal History of the 1920s (Perennial, 2000), p. 141.
2.  Ibid.
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Sonora Webster Carver (February 2, 1904 – September 20, 2003) was a female horse diver during 
the height of Ballyhoo in America.  In 1923, while still under the age of twenty, Sonora answered 
an ad placed by circus show performer William “Doc” Carver.  She had to mount a running horse 
as it reached the tip of a forty-to-sixty-foot high tower, then jump off the tower on the horse into a 
pool of water about eleven feet deep.  Thrill-seeking crowds adored Sonora’s dangerous stunt.

Sonora eventually feel in love with Doc Carver’s son, Albert (Al) Floyd Carver, and they married 
in October 1928, one year after Doc Carver died and Al took over the show.  Tragically, in 1931, 
the dangers of her profession caught up with her.  Sonora went blind as a result of an accident that 
occurred while diving her horse, Red Lips, in Atlantic City.  She hit the water with her eyes still 
open.  After her accident, Sonora amazingly kept on diving horses until 1942. 

  

Crossword puzzles, a less dangerous result of the Ballyhoo Years, also became popular at this time.  Cross-
word puzzle books were the result of one of those happy accidents of daily life.  A lady asked a young man 
(Richard Simon), who was about to start a publishing company with a man named Schuster, if he hap-
pened to know where she could buy a crossword puzzle book for a gift.  No such book existed, so, despite 
some skepticism, the young man determined to publish one in 1924.  Simon & Schuster made over $2 
million during the period when crossword puzzles became a craze.  

Apparently, crossword puzzles were the “screens” and “social media” of their day.  Some people com-
plained that everyone around them was deeply distracted trying to figure out the complex word clues.  
People didn’t pay attention to their jobs or relationships.  Some wives complained that their husbands 
wouldn’t talk to them, they just kept trying to solve the latest crossword puzzle.  Eventually, the craze sub-
sided, but many people to this day still enjoy the challenge of solving a crossword puzzle.

Radio and Television

Crossword puzzles aside, the more lasting achievements of the Ballyhoo Years (and several decades after-
wards as well) were in radio and television.  

In the 1920s, between World War I and World War II, commercial radio became the rage.  Radio sales 
were an important part of “Coolidge prosperity,” and radio broadcasts provided a wide range of programs: 
music, entertainment, news, weather forecasts, and even fictional stories.  Radio serials became popular as 
people tuned in regularly to hear drama, adventure, comedy, mystery, romance, and more.

Newspapers and radio stations added to the ballyhoo by reporting with great excitement about all kinds of 
events, from murder trials to sports heroes.  Even when it ended in tragedy, Americans delighted in giving 
their full attention to one major news story after another.  For example, the Hall-Mills and Snyder-Gray 
trials were both trials involving sex and scandal.  The American public delighted to discuss the details of 
the cases, moralize on those involved, and give opinions on the guilt or innocence of the defendants.  (Al-
len comments that this was the low ebb of American ballyhoo in the Twenties.)  

One sensational story, which lasted for seventeen days, had to do with a man named Floyd Collins whose 
foot became pinned down while he was exploring caves for tourist attractions in Kentucky.  Rescuers des-
perately tried to reach the trapped Floyd, but he died three days before they could reach him.  
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There was also an immense media circus covering the Scopes Trial (I will tell you more about this in a mo-
ment).  The atmosphere of the trial was bizarre, carnival-like, but in one way at least, it was not ballyhoo: 
serious issues were at stake.

Sports was also big news on the radio (as well as, of course, in newspapers) during the Ballyhoo Years.   For 
example, Red Grange was an athlete who played high school football and received escalating offers for his 
talents after graduation.  His athletic feats, together with reports of the amazingly large sums offered him 
for playing and endorsing products, contributed to the ballyhoo of this rising sports star.  

Similarly, Jack Dempsey was a famous prize fighter, and the Dempsey-Tunney fight was a rematch for the 
championship that made for big news both in print and over the airwaves.  (Interestingly, after this fight, 
prize fighting lost popularity steadily.)  Of course, there was also Babe Ruth—the biggest baseball star of 
the decade.  His exploits were widely reported on the radio because he was an idol of the Ballyhoo Years.    

George Herman (“Babe”) Ruth was the first great home run hitter in baseball history, one of 
the reasons why baseball became America’s favorite sport.  He drew so many fans that Yankee 
Stadium in New York is known as the “House that Ruth Built.”  Baseball was one of the exciting 
activities that Americans, young and old, rich and poor could all enjoy together.  Rooting for 
your team to win didn’t cost anything, and when there was a star player like Babe Ruth at the 
plate, the excitement was like lightning in the crowd.  

Babe Ruth was also the center of the legendary Curse of the Bambino, which is supposed to have 
started when the Boston Red Sox owner traded Babe Ruth to the New York Yankees.  Some Red 
Sox fans blamed the trade for the fact that their team went eighty-six years without winning a 
world series title. 

  

Though televisions were not yet the home fixtures that radios had swiftly become, people also swarmed 
to see “motion pictures” in the Ballyhoo Years.  For example, cinema and radio made stars out of actors 
who performed in variety shows known as “vaudeville.”  These were popular in both the United States and 
Canada.  Interestingly, in vaudeville shows in America, Jews and Italians often performed comic acts in 
which they made fun of fellow immigrants.  

(Later on, fascinatingly Jews would reign over the golden age of Hollywood in America, with Jewish men 
such as Harry Cohn, William Fox, Carl Laemmle, Louis B. Mayer, Jack and Harry Warner, and Adolph 
Zucker at the helms of major studies such as RKO, Universal, Columbia, Warner Bros., Paramount, Met-
ro-Goldwyn-Meyer, and Fox.)   

In the 1920s, moving pictures became an American obsession.  Actresses and actors such as Mary Pick-
ford, Charlie Chaplin, Clara Bow, Rudolph Valentino, the Marx brothers, and Laurel and Oliver Hardy, 
became household names.  Many of these “stars of the silver screen” were also stars of a silent screen in the 
days before The Jazz Singer and “talkies” took over.  During the days of silent film, stars used exaggerated 
facial expressions and slapstick effects so that a wide range of emotions could be understood by viewers.  
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Lindbergh’s Flight

The Ballyhoo Years arguably reached their crescendo with the successful transatlantic flight of Charles 
Lindbergh (May 20–21, 1927) from New York City to Paris, France, then died down as the presidential 
election of 1928 and huge opportunities on the stock market took center stage for the American public.

Handsome young Charles was a second lieutenant in the army and son of a United States congressman.  
He was also considered a daredevil.  On top of that, the American people were fascinated by airplanes 
during the 1920s, and so you can just imagine how his record-setting flight took the nation by storm!  

At the time of Lindbergh’s flight, Americans and Europeans especially were competing as to who could 
set records and be the first to complete various challenges.  Wealthy businessmen sometimes offered cash 
prizes, including one for $25,000 to be awarded to for the first solo flight from New York to Paris.  

At least four men died trying to make that journey before Charles Lindbergh made the historic flight in 
his plane, the Spirit of St.  Louis, in 1927.  Upon landing safely, he instantly became famous—possibly the 
most famous man in the world!  Over the next year, Lindberg flew the Spirit of St.  Louis in Europe, to all 
forty-eight states in America, and down through the Central American and Caribbean countries.  He rode 
in 1,290 miles of parades and was seen by thirty million Americans!  

To his credit, Lindberg did not let fame make him proud.  He responded with humility and was deter-
mined to use his fame to help Americans find practical uses for airplanes.  For example, he flew airmail 
planes, to show that Americans could send their mail by air.  

Even though mankind had just started to fly, the first real steps towards the landing on the moon took 
place in these years as well.  A man named Robert Goddard began working on making liquid-fueled 
rockets.  Rockets had been around for thousands of years since the Chinese invented gunpowder rockets 
around the time of Jesus.  However, a simple firework could not do what Goddard wanted to do: send a 
rocket into space.  When Lindbergh found out about Goddard’s rockets, he gave much-needed support 
and encouragement that helped Goddard continue his work.

The End of Ballyhoo

Writing in the 1930s about the 1920s, Frederick Allen explains why Americans so wildly embraced 
Charles Lindbergh:

A disillusioned nation fed on cheap heroics and scandal and crime was revolting against the low estimate of 
human nature which it had allowed itself to entertain.  For years the American people had been spiritually 
starved.  They had seen their early ideals and illusions and hopes one by one worn away by the corrosive in-
fluence of events and ideas—by the disappointing aftermath of the war, by scientific doctrines and psycho-
logical theories which undermined their religion and ridiculed their sentimental notions, by the spectacle 
of graft in politics and crime on the city streets, and finally by their recent newspaper diet of smut and 
murder.  Romance, chivalry and self-dedication had been debunked; the heroes of history had been shown 
to have feet of clay, and the saints of history had been revealed as people with queer complexes.  There was 
the god of business to worship—but a suspicion lingered that he was made of brass.  Ballyhoo had given 
the public contemporary heroes to bow down before—but these contemporary heroes, with their fat profits 
from moving-picture contracts and ghost written syndicated articles, were not wholly convincing.  Some-
thing that people needed, if they were to live at peace with themselves and the world, was missing from 
their lives.  And all at once Lindbergh provided it.” 1  

1.  Frederick Lewis Allen, Only Yesterday: An Informal History of the 1920s (Perennial, 2000), p. 191.
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Though many other flyers and marathon dancers and flagpole sitters tried to kindle the public fires of 
adoration, there really was nothing new under the sun.  Ballyhoo itself became “old news” for many Amer-
icans.  Allen says that no heroes after Lindbergh captured the public’s imagination.  The bar was too high 
after his heroism and the public’s wildly emotional reaction to it.  Other contenders for the public’s atten-
tion—chiefly, the presidential election of 1928 and the sensational phase of the stock market—took center 
stage for most Americans.  Allen writes that “A ten-point gain in Radio common in a single day promised 
more immediate benefits than all the non-stop flyers and heavyweight champions in the world.” 1 

America and the East

On a more serious note than the tales of ballyhoo with which I have been regaling you, did you know 
that Middle Eastern, Egyptian, and Asian ideas and fashions gained popularity in American society after 
World War I?  There were several reasons for America’s sudden fascination with “Orientalism.”  

First, many American soldiers who had served in Europe and Asia during World War I returned home 
from their first experience of international travel with a new interest in foreign cultures.  They brought 
back stories, artifacts, and new interests.  Second, as you know, World War I brought about a sense of 
disillusionment and a desire for something new and different.  Americans wanted to move away from the 
traumas of the war and embrace novelty and exoticism.  

Third, the 1920s were marked by economic prosperity and a booming consumer culture.  Americans had 
more disposable income to spend on leisure activities, travel, and fashionable goods, so they were ready 
to give their time and attention to something new in fashion, interior decorations, etc.  Fourth, the mag-
azines, newspapers, radio broadcasts, and movies of the day showcased exotic destinations, customs, and 
fashion trends, fueling public interest.  

Fifth, the discovery of Tutankhamun’s tomb in 1922 by Howard Carter sparked a worldwide fascination 
with ancient Egypt.  The treasures and artifacts from the tomb captivated the public’s imagination.  Ori-
entalism became an intellectual trend that led to a fascination with the East, including Egypt and Asia, 
because now scholars and writers were exploring these cultures.  The 1920s thus saw the establishment of 
cultural exchange programs and institutions dedicated to the study of foreign languages and cultures.  

Middle East: “The Sheik”

The cultural phenomenon of the “sheik” in 1920s American culture is closely associated with the romantic 
image of a mysterious, exotic, and alluring male figure.  This image was popularized through literature, 
film, and fashion, and it reflected the changing social dynamics and ideals of the Roaring Twenties.  

The term “sheik” was popularized by British novelist E.M. Hull in her 1919 novel The Sheik.  The story 
revolved around a strong-willed British woman who falls in love with a dashing Arab sheik.  Hull’s exotic 
and passionate portrayal of the sheik captured the imagination of readers and set the stage for the phe-
nomenon.  

The sheik represented a romantic escape from the social constraints of the time.  In the aftermath of World 
War I and during the Prohibition Era, Americans were eager for a taste of exoticism and adventure. The 
sheik character embodied a world of romance and intrigue that contrasted favorably with prevailing con-
servatism. 

1.  Frederick Lewis Allen, Only Yesterday: An Informal History of the 1920s (Perennial, 2000), p. 194.
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The sheik persona found its most iconic expression in silent films of the 1920s.  Rudolph Valentino, an Ital-
ian-American actor, rose to stardom through his portrayal of the sheik character in films like “The Sheik” 
(1921) and “The Son of the Sheik” (1926).  (Imaginative titles, weren’t they?)  

Valentino’s smoldering looks, dark hair, and passionate on-screen presence made him the ultimate sheik 
figure.  His lovemaking came to define romantic masculinity for a generation in much the same way that 
Romeo reflected the “boyfriend ideals” of Shakespeare’s day, especially after Valentine died at the age of 
thirty-one.  An astute press agent turned his funeral into a ballyhoo event that made his movies even more 
popular.

The story of the sheik also represented a romantic archetype that challenged traditional gender roles.  In 
the stories, women often took on assertive roles (ironically in direct contrast to real Middle Eastern wom-
en of the day), and the sheik character was seen as an object of desire. This appealed to the more assertive 
and independent women of the day.

The sheik’s influence extended to fashion as men’s fashion embracing elements of the exotic such as tur-
bans and harem pants.  Women’s fashion also incorporated the “Arabian” look of the 1920s, which fea-
tured billowing pants and veils.

Egypt: “Tutankhamun Craze”

The discovery of Tutankhamun’s tomb in 1922 by British archaeologist Howard Carter had a significant 
influence on American fashions during the 1920s. This event, often referred to as the “Tutankhamun 
Craze” or the “Egyptomania,” sparked a fascination with ancient Egyptian art, culture, and aesthetics. 

Suddenly, Egyptian-style necklaces, pendants, and bracelets featuring hieroglyphics, scarabs, and pha-
raoh-inspired designs became highly fashionable.  Popular gemstones like lapis lazuli and turquoise, 
reminiscent of ancient Egyptian jewelry, gained popularity in the United States.  Egyptian-inspired fabrics 
and prints, featuring geometric patterns, motifs like the ankh, and images of hieroglyphs, began to appear 
in American fashion.  Dresses, scarves, and accessories made from these fabrics were embraced as stylish 
and exotic.

You remember the flappers?  Well, you can thank Ancient Egypt for some of their style choices.  The dis-
covery of Tutankhamun’s tomb contributed to the popularity of headbands, bobbed hair, and headdresses 
similar to ancient Egyptian tiaras.  These accessories added an exotic and glamorous touch to women’s 
fashion of the era.  Turbans and fezzes became fashionable headwear for both men and women, adding a 
touch of exoticism to everyday attire.

Hollywood also played a significant role in popularizing Egyptian themes in fashion and culture.  Films 
featuring Egypt, mummies, and archaeological adventures contributed to the Egyptomania.  Stars like 
Gloria Swanson and Clara Bow were known to incorporate Egyptian-inspired fashion into their ward-
robes.  The fascination with Tutankhamun’s tomb also influenced other aspects of American culture, 
including art, music, and literature.  

Egyptian motifs appeared in paintings, songs, and novels of the era.  Egypt even architectural elements, 
such as the use of obelisks, columns, and motifs, in American buildings and interior design during the 
1920s.
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China and Japan: “Mahjong” and “Chinoiserie”

Mahjong, a Chinese tile-based game, became a sensation in the United States during the 1920s.  It was 
introduced to Americans through various sources, including returning World War I servicemen and 
cultural exhibitions.  Mahjong quickly became a popular social activity, especially among women.  It 
was often played in social clubs, women’s gatherings, and homes.  In fact, the popularity of Mahjong and 
Asian-inspired fashion contributed to the changing roles and expectations of women during the 1920s.  

Mahjong’s popularity also extended to fashion. Women’s clothing and accessories featuring Mah-
jong-themed patterns and motifs, such as tiles and symbols, became fashionable.  Indeed, as women began 
to assert their new independence, some of them embraced exotic and less-restrictive clothing styles that 
were often influenced by Asian aesthetics.  

The European artistic style known as Chinoiserie, inspired by Chinese art and design, also experienced a 
revival in the 1920s and influenced American fashion and decor.  Asian motifs, such as Chinese dragons, 
pagodas, and Japanese cherry blossoms, were soon found in American clothing, textiles, and home decor.  
The popularity of Asian aesthetics influenced interior design, with homeowners incorporating Asian-in-
spired furniture, wall coverings, and decorative objects into their homes.  Japanese-style gardens and 
landscaping elements, like koi ponds and stone lanterns, became fashionable in American landscapes.

American artists, particularly those associated with the Art Deco movement, were inspired by Asian 
themes and incorporated them into their works.  American literature of the 1920s featured references to 
the Far East, and authors sometimes used Asian settings and characters in their stories.  The interest in the 
Far East extended to food, with Americans becoming more adventurous in trying Asian cuisine. Chinese 
restaurants, in particular, gained popularity.

The growing interest in the Far East encouraged interaction and understanding between Americans and 
Chinese and Japanese communities, fostering cross-cultural exchanges even though, ironically, many 
Asians were excluded from immigration to America.  The 1920s saw the establishment of institutions and 
programs dedicated to the study of Asian languages, history, and culture in the United States.

Art Deco

The Art Deco movement, which characterized the 1920s, incorporated elements of Egyptian art, includ-
ing geometric shapes, exotic aesthetics, and stylized representations of Egyptian deities and symbols.  Art 
Deco also used Asian motifs in its art, architecture, interior design, and fashion.  The influence of Art 
Deco created a clear and firmly defined aesthetic that is instantly recognizable even today as a primary 
artistic movement of the 1920s.  

Scopes Trial

As we have seen, murder trials gripped the nation’s attention for weeks during the Coolidge administra-
tion.  For example, a famous lawyer named Clarence Darrow made a sensational defense of the “perfect 
crime.”  His clients, Leopold and Loeb, were two teenagers who wanted to commit a flawless murder for 
the thrill of it.  Darrow helped them escape the death penalty by claiming they were merely products of 
their environment.  (Alfred Hitchcock also turned the case into a famous movie: The Rope.)
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Now, in addition to his occupation as a famous lawyer, Darrow was interested in politics and laws.  He was 
the founder of the ACLU (The American Civil Liberties Union), which is a national organization set up 
to protect the rights of Americans given in the Constitution.1  In 1925, he decided that the ACLU should 
defend Darwin (or rather, Evolutionary Theory) against the Butler Act.    

Now, John Butler was a Tennessee politician who heard a traveling preacher warn against the dangers of 
the theory of evolution.  The preacher had told a story about a young woman who went away to college, 
heard and believed the theory of evolution, and as a result decided to stop believing in God.  Butler was 
afraid that the theory of evolution might do the same thing to his own children, so he decided to take 
matters into his own hands.  He argued that since public schools were funded by the peoples’ taxes, then 
the people should have the right to decide what can or cannot be taught in public schools.  

The state of Tennessee agreed with Butler.  They made it illegal for public schools to teach Darwinism 
through the Butler Act.  When the lawyers in the ACLU heard about the Butler Act, they offered to defend 
any teachers prosecuted under the law.  They believed that it violated the Establishment Clause of the First 
Amendment to the Constitution (because the law established a religious belief in public schools) and thus 
violated the separation of Church and state. 2 

The ACLU challenged the Butler Act in court in the hope that it would be repealed.  They called upon a 
Tennessee teacher who would testify for them in court.  John Scopes was a young schoolteacher who vol-
unteered to testify for the ACLU in court after being approached by a man named Rappalyea who wanted 
to bring publicity to the town of Dayton, Tennessee.  

While substituting for a biology class, Scopes purposefully used a textbook that contained information 
about evolution.  This was in direct violation of the Butler law, and Scopes was arrested.  The famous 
Scopes Trial, the “Greatest Trial of the Century,” was thus named after this young schoolteacher even 
though he never did testify at the court.  

Darrow’s opponent at the Scopes Trial was William Jennings Bryant, a famous sixty-five-year-old speak-
er, journalist, lawyer, congressman, leader of the vanished Populist Party, secretary of state for President 
Woodrow Wilson, and three-times Democratic candidate for President.  He was known as the “Great 
Commoner” because he claimed to promote the good of the common American.  As you might remember 
from Book Three of the Warp series, he was the man who accused the rich of his own party of crucifying 
the common man upon a cross of gold in 1896.    

Bryan hadn’t tried a case in thirty-six years, but he gladly agreed to defend the Tennessee law.  As a Chris-
tian Fundamentalist, he was convinced that the theory of evolution was one obstacle to reform and was 
an erosion in faith in God.  Fundamentalists believed that Darwinism was undermining Christianity by 
placing faith in random chance instead of in God.  Bryan also saw Social Darwinism as a philosophy that 
replaced Christianity with a belief that the rich had a right to oppress the poor as part of the survival of 
the fittest.  Evolutionary Theory and Social Darwinism went against everything that Bryan had ever stood 
for.        

1.  The ACLU in our day is an extremely liberal organization that many would say seeks to undermine traditional, Ju-
deo-Christian, American institutions.  While one element of the ACLU was concerned with protecting communist and 
socialist speech early on, the organization as a whole seemed less corrosive to American ideals in its early years. 
2.  The Constitution does not contain the phrase “separation of Church and state”; this term (first coined by Jefferson in a 
personal letter) has come to be legal shorthand for references to the Establishment Clause.
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In response to liberal and social gospel theologians, several more conservative ways of thinking 
arose in America.  One of these, Christian Fundamentalism, was based on treatises called The 
Fundamentals that attempted to draw theological lines in the sand which orthdox Christians 
would not cross.  Many Christian Americans believed that if Americans would return to a strict 
interpretation of Scripture, various problems in society would be solved.  

Note that, although some assume Christian Fundamentalism was closely connected with con-
cerns about loosening morality in the 1920s American culture, actually this was not the case.  Al-
though doubtless many of them were in sympathy with concerns about the moral state of Ameri-
ca, Christian Fundamentalism was originally responding to liberal and social gospel theology.

  

Unlike Bryan, Darrow was an agnostic.  He was a fan of Darwin’s theory and opposed Fundamentalism.  
He believed that the Fundamentalists had no right to write laws based on religious beliefs.  In addition to 
his views on Darwin and religion, Darrow also looked forward to debating science and religion. 

Darrow’s goal for the trial was not to prove that John Scopes was innocent of breaking the law, but rather 
to get the judge to prohibit the Butler Act.  However, when Darrow realized that it would be difficult to do 
this since the judge was a conservative Christian, Darrow and his team decided they should lose the case 
on purpose so that they could appeal to the state supreme court, where they might have a better chance at a 
ruling that would declare the Butler Act unconstitutional.

On the last day of the trial, the two lawyers were scheduled to make their closing speeches.  When it was 
Darrow’s turn, instead of giving his closing speech, he called on someone to testify: his rival, Bryan, whom 
he asked to be his “Bible expert” witness.  To everyone’s shock, Bryan agreed.  In a fast-paced, aggressive 
manner, Darrow barraged Bryan with questions related to the literal interpretation of the Bible.  

Finally, Darrow got what he was waiting for.  After one of the questions, Bryan admitted that he did not 
personally agree that the biblical account of creation was necessarily a literal interpretation.  The result of 
this debate was that many people who heard about it believed that Darrow had settled the debate between 
science and religion.  Although there were many who thought that Darrow had been too aggressive during 
the debate, the press reported that Darrow had beaten Bryan without question.

William Jennings Bryan technically won the case, but Darrow made him look foolish in the process.  The 
Scopes Trial was a huge publicity victory for Darwin, Darrow, and the ACLU.  Bryan won the battle but 
lost the war.  Today, evolution – known then as Darwinism – is taught in public schools across the nation.  
Although Darrow and the ACLU did not achieve their goal of getting the state supreme court to rule the 
Butler Act unconstitutional, they did rivet the attention of a national audience and promoted the idea that 
science disproves Christianity, which has remained a controversial subject to this day.  

In years following the Scopes Trial, various attempts were made to deal with the question of what to teach 
in schools.  Laws were proposed that would prohibit the teaching of evolution, that would allow the teach-
ing of both creationism and evolution, that would remove evolution questions from standardized tests, 
and much more.  Eventually, in 1967, the Tennessee legislature repealed the Butler Act, but this issue is still 
largely debated today.  
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American Christianity in the 1920s

The second decade of the twentieth century was not an enviable time to be a Christian in America.  A ma-
jority of Americans had replaced a hope for happiness found in their Bible and their Savior with a reliance 
on Progress, Science, Business, or the Social Gospel.  Scientific theories, especially, had eroded biblical 
faith.  

Darwin had struck at the fundamentals of Creation and the message of original sin and man’s deepest 
problem: his hopeless state before God and his need for a Savior.  Freud’s psychological theories had struck 
at biblical assertions about the roles of men and women and the proper place of sex in relationships.  These 
theories thus undermined the essence of the biblical directions for marital relationships and families.  
Einstein’s theories had (more indirectly) challenged biblical accounts of miracles by reducing matter and 
motion to mathematical equations, and making total knowledge (and control) of these seem within reach.  

Applied scientific knowledge (called technology) had helped people feel more self-reliant, more in control 
of their health and environment in matters of everyday life.  Thus, they felt less dependent on God.  Mean-
while, criticism of the Bible’s reliability (which had been ongoing since the late nineteenth century), subtle 
shifts from the Gospel to the Social Gospel, and then the crashing disillusionment in humanity that was 
the legacy of World War I, had arrived on the scene to challenge Christian faith in America.  

It is therefore not surprising to read that, by the 1920s, some Americans were spiritually weak, open to 
temptations to rebel against traditional ways of American life, and also willing to focus their attention and 
emotions on the trivial (ballyhoo).  The Scopes Trial was another important step in the fall of the prestige 
of biblical Christianity in American society.  As the prestige of science had risen (even after the illusions 
of the pre-war era were shattered), questions about biblical Christianity were handled one of two ways.  
Science must be either denied or accommodated.  

We have seen that Fundamentalists rejected the claims of science, and they lost the allegiance of a majority 
of American Christians by this rigid stance.  Liberal ministers tried to synthesize science with Christianity 
and ended by strengthening the claims of the one and weakening the claims of the other until, in America, 
a great number of people had ceased to be Christian believers altogether.  If they attended church at all, it 
was for tradition’s sake.  

The Scopes trial became for many the showdown between traditional (Fundamentalist) Christian teach-
ings and the claims of modern society.  In the eyes of most people, modernity won.  This made the trial 
significant even though, in court, the forces of Fundamentalism won the case.

Mussolini in Italy

Mussolini, the man who would someday rule Fascist Italy just as Hitler ruled Nazi Germany, grew up in a 
socialist, alcoholic, anti-Christian home.  His mother persuaded him that he was born for greatness.  He 
was a violent bully who defended himself in fights with other children.  His father’s bad habits seemed to 
rub off on him: he drank heavily, gambled, and swore.

As a young man, Mussolini became a socialist journalist and encouraged violence and terrorism in order 
to change the government.  When he was expelled from the socialist party in Italy for supporting Italian 
involvement in World War I, Mussolini began his own newspaper, in which he promoted the political 
movement later known as “fascism.”  
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According to Mussolini, “facism” meant a government with strong nationalistic (and racist) goals that 
owned national resources under a leader with absolute, unquestioned authority.  Such a leader would lead 
the people to national greatness.  After he served in World War I, Mussolini formed the Fascist Party that 
then dominated Italy, and he demanded that fascism become the cornerstone of Italian government. 

In 1922, Mussolini secured dictatorial powers and quickly began to inflict violent retribution on anyone 
who opposed him.  He tried to alter the Treaty of Versailles because he believed that Italy had been robbed 
of promised territory.  In 1924, Mussolini orchestrated an election that was sure to give him victory in 
achieving still more power.  He brutally suppressed all opposition from the press or other political rivals.

Hitler in Germany

William Jennings Bryan hated the idea of Social Darwinism with good reason.  Today we’ll begin learning 
about a young man in Germany who would take the survival of the fittest theory to new depths of human 
suffering and despair.  Adolf Hitler believed that Germany was the master race, and that Germans must 
destroy their enemies to fulfill their destiny.

Vienna

Hitler was born in Austria but moved to Germany when he was three.  He was close to his mother, a young 
uneducated woman who lost several other children and indulged him.  Hitler was distant from his father, 
who was older, authoritarian, and regularly whipped him.  Favoring him, Hitler’s mother filled his head 
with the idea that he was “special.”  Throughout her life, she shielded Hitler from the consequences of his 
tendency towards self-centered idleness and irresponsibility.  

In 1907, around the age of eighteen, young Hitler moved to Vienna and tried to go to art school.  At the 
time, Vienna was the capital of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, a place where many ethnic minority groups 
could peacefully live together.  It had a rich and cultured Jewish community, but Hitler (and many other 
German-speaking Austrians) gave their loyalty to Germany, rejecting the Austro-Hungarian Empire.  

Of course, in order to study art in Vienna, Hitler had first to be accepted to the school.  When indepen-
dent evaluators initially rejected his work, he was at first dumbfounded.  Hitler at last decided that the 
reason must be a lack of effort rather than a lack of talent.  He determined to work harder.  

However, after taking lessons for a year and working hard at his art, Hitler again applied for art school 
and was rejected a second time.  This time, he blamed the evaluators personally.  Hitler eventually decided 
that the evaluators at the art school were Jews (or communists, or both) who were determined to take over 
society and had thus rejected him, a worthy prospect.  He had deceived himself into thinking that he had 
great artistic talent, and so he rejected objective evaluations, choosing instead to believe a lie about himself. 

Blinded to his own folly, unable to find steady work and rejected by the art schools, Hitler lost his home 
and had to work odd jobs to make ends meet.  His mother had told him that he was special, so he could 
not bring himself to work at a normal, everyday job like other young men.  This led to miserable living 
conditions: filth, poverty, low self-respect, no sense of belonging to those around him, and a lack of accom-
plishment (or the natural esteem of others that comes from a job well done).  He became a confirmed loner, 
cutting himself off from all friends.  It was there in Vienna, rejected by the art schools and homeless on the 
city streets, that Hitler first focused his furious anger on the Jews.
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On the Front

By the time World War I broke out, Hitler had left Vienna and was living in Germany.  He served in the 
German army, where he was promoted once to the rank of lance corporal.  Hitler was fearless at the front. 
He was a courier who carried messages across the battlefield.  It was one of the most dangerous jobs on the 
front, but Hitler seemed to lead a charmed life.  Most historians agree that he believed he could not die in 
the trenches.  While we might argue that this was pride, he seemed to have amazing good fortune, espe-
cially when his inner voice told him to “move” right before shells landed.

Other soldiers treasured the friendships that they made on the front lines, but Hitler was still and always a 
loner.  He did not form any close friendships among any of the soldiers with whom he fought.  He did have 
his sources of pleasure, however; for example, he positively enjoyed and embraced the war and all that 
went with it.  Hitler did not react with horror to the rotting corpses, rats, or filth of the trenches.  Indeed, 
he actually reveled in some of these aspects.

After the War

The reactions of most normal men to World War I conditions were fear (of being killed), horror (at the 
conditions and at the carnage in the trenches), and grateful relief (when the fighting ended).  Hitler reacted 
in the opposite direction: he felt devastated when the war ended.  He broke down in tears.  The war had 
given him status, a job to do, and a purpose; now he faced the loss of these.  If he left the army, he would 
have to go back to the life of a homeless person.  Fortunately for him, he was able to stay with the army for 
a few more years.

As the Treaty of Versailles forced the German economy into collapse, Hitler blamed the new Weimar Re-
public for Germany’s problems.  Many Germans believed in a conspiracy theory that said Germany hadn’t 
really lost the war, but rather they had been betrayed.  As he had with his own troubles, Hitler blamed 
others for problems that were not of their making.  

As part of his job working for the army, Hitler was sent to spy on political groups that didn’t support the 
Weimar Republic.  Instead of stopping them, Hitler joined one of these groups: the National Socialist Ger-
man Workers Party (also known as the Nazi Party).  When he finally left the army, he became the leader 
of the Nazi Party and decided to use them to gain the power he needed to (in his view) punish Germany’s 
enemies and restore his country to greatness.

Returning to a familiar theme, Hitler and others decided that those who led the Weimar Republic were 
Jews and communists, and that they were the backstabbers  of true Germans.  It was their fault that 
Germany had given up fighting the war and had accepted the humiliating Treaty of Versailles.  They had 
admitted to responsibility for the war, and they had accepted the crushing financial burden of war repara-
tions.

Leadership

Hitler had natural gifts that propelled him into a leadership role.  He had a good mind, which allowed him 
to think clearly, organize effectively, and come up with strong, practical ideas.  His artistic talent enabled 
him to design the symbols and flag of a new movement.  He resurrected the ancient swastika as a symbol 
of hatred towards the Jews and of the purity of the Aryan race.  (Ironically, the swastika orginated as a 
symbol of peace and wellbeing designed by Jainists, an Indian religious sect whose main creed is nonvio-
lence.)  In creating the Nazi flag, he placed this strong black symbol in a white circle in a field of red.  
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Hitler understood what people were thinking and feeling, which allowed him to write effective propagan-
da.  He realized that people were gullible  and would believe lies that were repeated.  Hitler believed that 
people would swallow really big lies if these were told with conviction and repeated often enough.  Conse-
quently, Hitler and his supporters lied early and often about what they really wanted to do.  

Hitler was an excellent public speaker... sort of.  He could grab the attention of huge crowds through his 
speeches.  His power was almost hypnotic, and remarkably lasting, but it seemed to have the greatest effect 
on people who were wicked, desperate, or disgruntled.  Others (less discontented folk) who heard his 
speeches often thought they were listening to the ravings of a madman.  Nevertheless, once people were 
swayed, Hitler commanded great loyalty among his hearers.  Under his leadership, the Nazi Party grew 
more and more powerful.

Mein Kampf

In 1923, Hitler tried to take over his home state of Bavaria.  He had 15,000 brown-shirted followers, armed 
with rifles and machine guns.  At a rally in a beer hall in Munich, the capital of Bavaria, Hitler proclaimed 
a Nazi revolution.  He tried to seize the state government the next day.  The police opened fire and killed 
sixteen of his men.  Hitler was arrested, convicted, and sentenced to five years in prison.

Hitler only spent nine months in jail but used the time to write a book he called Mein Kampf: “My strug-
gle.”  In it, he revealed his core beliefs: anti-Semitism (which means hating the Jews), racism, and the Big 
Lie are all recorded in Mein Kampf in detail.  Like Lenin, Hitler preached war and believed that struggle 
was “the father of all things.” 1 Struggle would be his chosen method towards his ends, and he believed that 
God intended nations to fight until the strongest won.  Hitler said that “He who wants to live must fight … 
and he who does not want to do battle in this world of eternal struggle does not deserve to be alive.” 2  

Hitler made it clear that once he came to power, he intended to “end democracy, abolish civil liberties, 
destroy the workers’ trade unions, [and] set up a police state.” 3  He also planned to rebuild the German 
military and take back every inch of territory lost by Germany in the First World War.  

Hitler wanted to keep the “purity” of the German race and expand German territory.  He decided that the 
best place for the growing German population was in Eastern Europe.  Hitler thought that the Slavs who 
inhabited the land to the east were worthless: he planned to use them as slaves or to exterminate  them as 
vermin.  Hitler taught his followers that Slavic lands like Poland, Ukraine, and Russia should be conquered 
to make “Lebensraum”, which is German for “room to live.”  

No one paid attention to Hitler’s book because he was a “nobody” when it was published.  The book is 
difficult to read, and the writing itself contained many errors.  No scholar took it seriously, and no one in 
politics did either... until it was much too late.  

1.  Albert Marrin, Hitler (Beautiful Feet Books, 2002), p. 51. 
2.  Ibid. 
3.  Ibid. 
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Hitler’s Circle

After Hitler was released from prison, he gathered various people to himself.  For example, Julius Streich-
er was a bull-necked ex-schoolteacher who always carried a whip.  He owned an anti-Semitic newspaper, 

“filled with obscene attacks on the Jews.” 1  “Earnst Roehm, ex-soldier and Free Corps fighter, enjoyed 
violence for its own sake.” 2  He had charge over Hitler’s Brown Shirts (storm troopers), the corps of unem-
ployed veterans and members of the Free Corps who retained their small firearms after the war and were 
not afraid of violence. 

The Brown Shirts became Hitler’s personal army in service of the Nazi Party.  Rudolf Hess became Hitler’s 
secretary (and did the work of writing down and organizing Hitler’s thoughts in Mein Kampf).  Hermann 
Goering become the head of Hitler’s air force.  Historian Albert Marrin describes Goering as “A fat, hap-
py-go-lucky fellow” who “laughed heartily, drank deeply, and was a drug addict.  He liked gaudy clothes 
and wore lipstick and rouge at private parties.  Goering worshipped Hitler. … He knew no right or wrong, 
except what Hitler ordered.” 3  

Heinrich Himmler, Hitler’s flag bearer during his first and failed attempt to stage a coup, was eventually 
put over Hitler’s personal bodyguard and secret police, the S.S.  Himmler was the kind of person who 
thought the extermination of the Jewish people could be described as a “final solution.” 

This was Hitler’s inner circle, and if a man is known by the company he keeps, then this group should give 
you a pretty accurate reflection of Hitler’s own character.  Not a pretty picture, is it?

Conclusion

And in conclusion, that sad story – where the Europeans ignored what Hitler himself said he wanted to do 
if he came to power – is one reason why we created Tapestry.  The handwriting was on the wall, hidden in 
plain sight, but nobody bothered to read it.  Our goal for you kids who are studying history using Tapestry 
is that God may give you the ability to understand future madmen when they arise and be prepared to 
stop them.  

Generally speaking, the 1920s in America were years of prosperity where people had time after the great 
sufferings of WWI and the Spanish Flu to live and laugh – to work hard and not worry too much about 
tomorrow.  Sadly, as we’ll learn next week, much of America’s prosperity was being built on foundations of 
sand rather than the solid rock.  

1.  Albert Marrin, Hitler (Beautiful Feet Books, 2002), p. 42. 
2.  Ibid. 
3.  Ibid., p. 43. 
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