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Dedication


Keith Randell (1943–2002)


The Access to History series was conceived and developed by Keith, who created a series to ‘cater for students as they are, not as we might wish them to be’. He leaves a living legacy of a series that for over twenty years has provided a trusted, stimulating and well-loved accompaniment to post-16 study. Our aim with these new editions is to continue to offer students the best possible support for their studies.







CHAPTER 1



The United States, 1917–33





The United States emerged victorious from the First World War and entered a decade of unprecedented prosperity and dramatic social and cultural change. The reaction against the war, combined with continuing change, encouraged support for less federal government activism at home and abroad. However, when weaknesses in the economy led to the Great Depression, support for greater federal government aid for the poor and unemployed grew. These developments are covered in sections on:





•  The changing political environment, 1917–33



•  The quest for civil rights, 1917–32



•  Society and culture in change, 1917–33



•  The changing quality of life, 1917–33
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Key dates






	1917

	President Wilson led America into the First World War






	1919

	Wilson sought Senate support for the League of Nations






	 

	Red Scare began






	1920

	Women got the vote






	 

	First radio station established






	1920–1

	Post-war recession






	1921

	Harding became President






	 

	Emergency Immigration Act






	1922

	Fordney–McCumber Act raised tariffs






	1923

	Vice President Coolidge became President






	1924

	Johnson–Reed Immigration Act






	1929

	Hoover became President






	 

	Wall Street crash






	1930

	Smoot–Hawley tariff






	1931

	National Credit Corporation established






	1932

	Reconstruction Finance Corporation established






	 

	Roosevelt elected President
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1 The changing political environment, 1917–33




How and why did US politics change between 1917 and 1933?





The factors that impacted upon the American political environment included:





•  ideas about the nation’s history and traditions



•  the personality, policies and style of the President



•  the relationship between President and Congress and whether Congress was dominated by Democrats or Republicans




•  the dominant contemporary political philosophy



•  the media



•  public opinion



•  the state of the economy and society



•  foreign threats.





The USA to 1917


Between 1921 and 1933, America had three Republican Presidents: Warren G. Harding (1921–3), Calvin Coolidge (1923–9) and Herbert Hoover (1929–33). Their earlier lives provide background to America in 1917. All three were born in small-town rural America to families who derived income from farming. During their early years, the United States changed from a predominantly rural nation to an increasingly urbanised industrial giant with a rapidly expanding population.


Most Americans believed in what historian James Truslow Adams in 1931 called the American Dream: they thought they lived in a land of opportunity where anyone could better himself by hard work and grow up to be President. Young Harding and his mother were certain he was destined for the White House. He, Coolidge and Hoover all came from modest backgrounds and their ascent to the presidency seemed to confirm that the American Dream was a reality.


Harding, Coolidge and Hoover were schooled in a period of rising American educational standards and each attended further education institutions.


While Harding owned newspapers and Coolidge soon left the law for politics, Hoover graduated from Stanford University in 1895 with $40 to his name and made himself a $4 million fortune in the mining industry within two decades. Hoover is the best example from the three Republican Presidents of the rugged individualism in which many Americans believed. In his business career, he epitomised capitalism at its most ruthless and most effective. ‘If a man has not made $1 million by the time he is 40, he is not worth much’, he said. Early in his career, he had little respect for the less successful, whom he called ‘drones’ and ‘idiots’.
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Warren G. Harding
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	1865

	Born in rural Ohio






	1880s

	Newspaper editor






	1900–4

	Member of the Ohio Senate






	1904–6

	Lieutenant Governor of Ohio






	1915–21

	US senator from Ohio






	1921 Mar–1923 Aug

	President of the United States






	1921

	Signed Immigration Act






	1922

	Washington Naval Conference






	1923

	Died






	 

	Investigations of Harding administration scandals began







Harding was a popular President. He had progressive tendencies but opposed excessive federal government activism. His reputation was damaged after his death by revelations of the corruption of others in his administration and by a woman who claimed she had been his mistress, had liaisons with him in a White House cupboard, and had his illegitimate child. Some historians have tried to rehabilitate him.
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Calvin Coolidge
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	1872

	Born in Plymouth Notch, Vermont






	1898–1902

	Elected to several offices in Northampton, Massachusetts






	1907–8

	Member of the Massachusetts House of Representatives






	1910–11

	Mayor of Northampton, Massachusetts






	1912–15

	Member of the Massachusetts State Senate






	1916–19

	Lieutenant Governor of Massachusetts






	1919–21

	Governor of Massachusetts






	1919

	Gained national prominence over Boston police strike






	1921–3

	Vice President






	1923

	Became President following Harding’s death






	1924

	Elected President






	 

	First of three tax cuts






	 

	Signed Johnson–Reed Immigration Act






	 

	Unsuccessful veto of veterans’ bonus






	1933

	Died







Coolidge was a popular President but mocked by intellectuals – when he died, writer Dorothy Parker asked, ‘How can you tell?’ Historians have criticised his conservatism over certain aspects of federal government activism, mostly because ‘Coolidge prosperity’ quickly degenerated into the Great Depression after his presidency. His habit of taking several-hour afternoon naps while President has led some to call him lazy, but he worked long and hard before the presidency, and while President he had health problems and depression after his son died in 1924. Calvin Jr played tennis at the White House and got a blister that developed into blood poisoning. ‘When he went the power and the glory of the Presidency went with him’, his father wrote.
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Herbert Hoover
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	1874

	Born in West Branch, Iowa






	1897

	Started years of mining engineering work overseas






	1914–19

	Gained fame as the ‘Great Humanitarian’






	1921–9

	Secretary of Commerce under Harding and Coolidge






	1922

	Published American Individualism







	1927

	Headed relief operation for Mississippi flood victims






	1928

	Elected President






	1929

	Wall Street crash






	1930

	Smoot–Hawley tariff






	1931

	National Credit Corporation established






	1932

	Reconstruction Finance Corporation established






	 

	Bonus Army furore






	 

	Defeated by Roosevelt in presidential election






	1964

	Died







Hoover gained a worldwide reputation for humanitarian work during and after the First World War, but his presidency proved a disappointment. His emphasis on individualism and voluntarism has been adjudged unsuited to the task of restoring the nation’s economy and confidence during the Great Depression, although some consider his presidency laid the foundations of the New Deal (see page 14).


[image: ]





Federal government in the USA.




[image: ]





The Republican Party to 1917



Harding, Coolidge and Hoover grew up in an era when voters and politicians favoured laissez-faire ideas of minimal federal government intervention in the economy and society and when ordinary citizens had little contact with the federal government. Americans paid no federal taxes and rarely saw any federal government employees, most of whom worked in the postal and military services. Americans voted enthusiastically for a President and expected him to embody and represent their nation – but that was all.


The small-town America from which Harding, Coolidge and Hoover came usually voted Republican, while the Democrats picked up more votes in the cities and amongst Southern whites. When Harding and Coolidge entered politics in the 1890s, the Republican Party was divided between progressives and conservatives. Progressives sought to restrain big business and to end political corruption and social distress. In the 1912 presidential election, these Republican divisions facilitated the victory of New Jersey’s progressive Democrat Governor, Woodrow Wilson. Hoover frequently referred to himself as an ‘Independent Progressive’ and only declared himself a Republican in 1920, while Harding and Coolidge were staunch Republicans who shared many progressive ideas.
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Harding, Coolidge and Hoover – personalities


Harding had an appealing personality. During Harding’s 1899 campaign, a reporter noted that he was ‘an excellent “mixer” ’ who never forgot a name or face and greeted people with ‘a genuine warmth’. Coolidge could be rude and arrogant in private, but in his belief in public service he was the most idealistic of the three. The public responded to his integrity and he related well to them when President. Hoover’s was the least attractive personality. He always thought he was right and exaggerated and advertised his successes. During the First World War, one American diplomat thought Hoover a bully, a Cabinet member said he regarded people ‘as so many numbers’, while British Prime Minister David Lloyd George noted his ‘surliness’ and abrupt manner of speaking. Hoover admitted he was not a ‘kiss the babies’ politician.
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The impact of the First World War on domestic politics


The war had a great impact on domestic politics. It





•  led to unprecedented and increasingly unpopular federal government intervention in the economy and society under the Democrat President Wilson



•  contributed to the rise to national prominence of the Republicans Harding, Coolidge and Hoover



•  generated popular demand for a return to ‘normalcy’



•  ensured the introduction of Prohibition (January 1920–December 1933)



•  contributed to the Red Scare (1919–20)



•  generated debate over how much America should be involved with other nations.





The rise of the Republicans Harding, Coolidge and Hoover


When the First World War broke out in Europe in 1914, President Wilson declared neutrality. However, America entered the war in spring 1917 after German submarines repeatedly attacked ships containing Americans or American goods and because of a rumoured anti-American German–Mexican alliance.


Herbert Hoover became an international hero for his work aiding civilian victims of the war and President Wilson put him in charge of food administration in the United States in 1917. When discussing his wartime efforts, Hoover publicly praised voluntarism but privately campaigned for, and obtained a great deal of, government aid.


Wilson wanted America to join the League of Nations, a new organisation designed to preserve world peace. This helped bring Harding to national prominence. From 1919, Harding served on the influential Senate Foreign Relations Committee and was a leading critic of League membership because it would oblige the United States to defend another country without congressional assent.


In 1919, Massachusetts Governor Calvin Coolidge hit the national headlines. His tough stance over a Boston police strike appealed to Americans suffering from post-war economic problems and resentful of strikes.


In the 1920 struggle for the Republican presidential nomination, Harding was the compromise candidate. As a result of their newfound fame, Coolidge was to be his Vice President and Hoover his Secretary of Commerce.


Prohibition


From the nineteenth century, American Temperance campaigners argued that drunkenness led to urban crime, insanity, poor health, Communism, overcrowded prisons, inefficiency at work, poverty and family problems (‘300 infants are smothered yearly in bed by drunken parents’, said one Temperance leaflet). The ‘dries’ had effective pressure groups such as the Anti-Saloon League and were better organised than the ‘wets’.


By 1917, 27 states had banned alcohol and Temperance was one of the most important issues in American politics. In 1919, the 18th Amendment to the Constitution made it illegal to make, sell or transport alcohol in the United States. This became known as Prohibition, and American’s entry into the First World War was probably crucial to its introduction because





•  The biggest American brewing companies such as Pabst had been set up by Germans, had German names, and had been pro-Germany before the war, so the ‘dries’ said it was patriotic to avoid beer. They blamed German aggression upon beer.



•  Many patriots believed that a food staple such as grain should not be wasted on making alcohol during wartime.



•  Prohibition remained an important political issue throughout the 1920s, but was increasingly perceived as encouraging law-breaking and difficult to enforce. President Roosevelt ended it in 1933.





The Red Scare (1919–20)


The Russian state collapsed under the pressure of the First World War. The resultant Russian Revolution of 1917 paved the way for the establishment of the world’s first Communist country, the USSR or Soviet Union, and helped encourage Communist uprisings in Germany and Hungary.


Most Americans opposed Communist ideas and feared Communist activity:





•  Communists believed governments should organise the equal distribution of wealth, whereas many Americans considered an unregulated economic system essential to the American Dream because it gave the poorest the opportunity to work their way to the top.



•  Communists argued that other political parties were unnecessary because the Communist Party was the party of the people, but Americans favoured a multi-party political system.



•  In 1919, the Soviets set up Comintern to promote world revolution and an American Communist Party was formed. This aroused American fears that Communists might promote revolution within the United States.



•  Events in 1919 intensified those fears:








–  There were 3600 strikes in which around one fifth of American workers participated. When 350,000 steelworkers struck, the steel companies initiated an effective propaganda campaign blaming Communists.



–  Political malcontents mailed dozens of bombs to business and political leaders in several cities.



–  The press attributed the many urban race riots (see page 21) to Communist influence on black Americans and called the summer of 1919 the ‘Red Summer’.





Black Americans and strikers had genuine grievances, but most Americans simply blamed Communists and immigrants and thought Communists were threatening the American way of life. This led to a period of panic-stricken anti-Communism fuelled by hysterical press coverage and known as the Red Scare (the Communist flag was red).



The Palmer Raids (November 1919–February 1920)



In 1919, an anarchist bomb destroyed part of Attorney General A. Mitchell Palmer’s house and spread anarchist leaflets and bits of the bomber’s body across the Washington streets (Franklin Roosevelt had a home opposite and his son was thrilled that some of the bits landed on the steps of their house). Palmer claimed that America was on the verge of revolution and that he was the man to save it. During the ‘Palmer Raids’, around 6000 supposed ‘alien’ Communists or anarchists were arrested in 36 American cities, but Secretary of Labor Louis Post’s investigation concluded that only 556 individuals deserved deportation. Only a minority of the 556 were actually Communists.


Fear of and opposition to Communism became an essential part of American identity during this first Red Scare and although the scare quickly lost its initial intensity, Americans remained militantly anti-Communist and hostile towards political radicalism. As many political radicals were immigrants, the Red Scare contributed to increased anti-immigrant feeling (see page 29).


The reasons for Harding’s election and a return to ‘normalcy’


During the Progressive Era and the war, the federal government intervened in American lives to an unprecedented extent. For example:





•  Hundreds of government agencies were created to manage the war effort, including the War Industries Board, which allocated resources, directed purchases and fixed prices.



•  Many Americans paid federal taxes for the first time.



•  Legislation such as the Sedition Act (1918) gave the federal government extra powers to silence opponents of the war.



•  In 1917, 5 million men were drafted to fight in a war in which not all of them believed.





When the war that revolutionised their lives was over, Americans were faced with strikes, economic problems, the Red Scare, race riots, a flu pandemic that killed 600,000 between 1918 and 1920, and an absentee President for the first time when Wilson travelled to Paris to arrange the post-war peace settlement. Many Americans had had enough and longed to return to ‘normalcy’.


Warren G. Harding’s election campaign and victory demonstrated the impact of the First World War on domestic politics in that it reflected how voters were tired of the activism of the Democrat President Woodrow Wilson and of US involvement in world affairs. Harding won the 1920 presidential election primarily because voters responded to his promise of a return to an earlier period. Intellectuals mocked bland Harding rhetoric such as ‘Have confidence in the Republic! America will go on!’ but as one Ohio journalist wrote during the war, Harding possessed ‘that rare power of convincing his hearers’. He had the knack of telling voters what they wanted to hear. While campaigning in 1920, he made a subsequently famous appeal to those tired of the First World War and its impact (see Source A).
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SOURCE A


From presidential candidate Warren G. Harding’s Boston speech of 24 May 1920. Accessed at www.americanrhetoric.com/speeches/warrenghardingreadjustment.htm


America’s present need is not heroics, but healing; not nostrums, but normalcy; not revolution, but restoration; not agitation, but adjustment; not surgery, but serenity; not the dramatic, but the dispassionate; not experiment, but equipoise; not submergence in internationality but sustainment in triumphant nationality … If we can prove a representative popular government under which the citizenship speaks what it may do for the government and country rather than what the country may do for individuals, we shall do more to make democracy safe for the world than all armed conflict ever recorded.


The world needs to be reminded that all human ills are not curable by legislation, and that quantity of statutory enactments and excess of government offer no substitute for quality of citizenship. The problems of maintained civilization are not to be solved by a transfer of responsibility from citizenship to government …


Let us stop to consider that tranquillity at home is more precious than peace abroad …
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[image: ] In what ways might this speech have attracted voters?
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Harding rejected membership of the League of Nations. While the Democrat ticket of James Cox and Franklin Roosevelt followed President Wilson in placing excessive focus on the League, Harding recognised that Americans were far more concerned about post-war economic problems such as deflation, falling exports and high unemployment than about post-war world peace and internationalism. He said Americans must put ‘America first’ and ‘make sure our own house is in perfect order before we attempt the miracle of Old World stabilization.’


Factors other than the promise of a return to normalcy in domestic and foreign affairs played a part in Harding’s victory. He was personable, photogenic and looked presidential. His brilliant publicist Albert Lasker introduced many of the advertising and public relations techniques that would become common in future political campaigns and foreshadowed a changing presidency. Lasker exploited all the available media – radio, magazines, movie clips, sound recordings, billboards and newspapers. Harding got a great deal of press support, partly because most newspapers were Republican-owned, but also because he got on well with reporters. This paid off, as when they refused to publish contemporary claims that he had black ancestry. Finally, it has been suggested that Harding won over the new women voters (see page 25) because he had supported their enfranchisement.


Harding had the largest landslide victory in Republican history and the increased Republican majorities in the House and Senate owed much to his coattails. Journalists interpreted his victory as representative of the desire to turn the clock back.



A changing presidency?


The presidency of Warren G. Harding


Harding was a modest man and while many historians think he had much to be modest about, others have argued that he does not deserve his reputation as one of America’s worst Presidents. He helped restore a sense of calm and confidence – of normalcy.


During his brief presidency, Harding had some triumphs. He successfully mediated between labour and management during the steel strike in 1921 and delighted most Americans when he obtained an injunction that ended the railroad strike. He fulfilled his campaign promise to lower federal government expenditure, which the war had propelled from $500 million in 1913 to $5000 million in 1920. By 1922, expenditure was cut to $3373 million, enabling Treasury Secretary Andrew Mellon (the second richest man in America) to cut the federal taxes that as yet only the very wealthy paid. Harding approved some progressive-style legislation, notably the Sheppard–Towner Maternity Aid Act, under which the states received federal aid for infant and maternity health programmes.


However, Harding had some disagreements with Congress. He:





•  criticised the protectionist Fordney–McCumber Act (1922) as too inflexible



•  vetoed the popular bonus for veterans (see page 15) on the grounds that although ‘politically appealing’ it would damage the national finances



•  urged Congress to enact an anti-lynching bill, but although the House passed it, Southern Democrats blocked it in the Senate.





The Harding administration has been criticised for achieving little, which seems unfair given that he served only half a term and had been elected to decrease federal government activity and restore ‘normalcy’. After his death, several million people lined the railroad tracks in tribute as his coffin was transported from San Francisco to Washington. The New York Times called this ‘the most remarkable demonstration in American history of affection, respect, and reverence’. That demonstration perhaps owed much to the relief felt at the restoration of relative calm and prosperity, or to the way that the Hardings regularly met ordinary Americans at the White House. However, a few months later, the Teapot Dome scandal dominated the headlines and although Harding himself had done nothing wrong, the involvement of several of his appointees in corruption tarnished his name forever and probably unfairly.


While there was no change in the presidency under Harding, there was a little under Coolidge.
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A Harding slogan


‘Less government in business and more business in government.’
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The presidency of Calvin Coolidge (1923–9)


While the handsome Harding looked presidential, Calvin Coolidge lacked presence and one wit said he looked like someone ‘weaned on a pickle’. Coolidge was a popular President: the public seemed to recognise that he was a politician of integrity and the magazine The Nation said he was ‘just what the country needs, a quiet, simple, unobtrusive man, with no isms and no desire for any reform.’


Coolidge promoted tax cuts, worked hard and successfully to decrease the national debt (see Table 1.1), and kept annual government expenditure at around $3 billion. He told a press conference that ‘a little saved’ in each of the government’s many departments could be significant and that he saw possibilities in pencils because ‘the cost of lead pencils to the Government per year is about $125,000’. Such statements were one of the many ways in which he proved an easy target for mockers.




Table 1.1 US national debt, 1917–29






	Year

	US national debt






	1917

	  $1.3 billion






	1919

	$26.6 billion






	1923

	$22.3 billion






	1929

	$16.9 billion










Coolidge grew up with small government and liked it that way. He said, ‘If the Federal Government should go out of existence, the common run of people would not detect the difference in the affairs of their daily life for a considerable length of time.’ American farmers were struggling because their overproduction caused low prices, but Coolidge said farmers should help themselves – they were not the responsibility of the federal government and other taxpayers.


However, in some ways the image of Calvin Coolidge as a deeply conservative ‘do nothing’ politician is misleading. He had a progressive record while serving at state and local level and as President was not always averse to federal intervention in the economy and society. He supported tariffs, road building, and regulation of new industries such as radio and aviation, and (albeit reluctantly) agreed to federal aid for relief of the 1927 Mississippi floods.


One area that suggests a changing presidency was Coolidge’s innovative public relations policies. Unlike his wife Grace (known as the ‘national hugger’ for her warm embrace of many whom she met), Coolidge was not an outgoing personality. Nevertheless, he worked hard and successfully to relate to people while in the White House:





•  He was the first President to meet reporters regularly and they got on well.



•  He invited congressmen to White House breakfasts.



•  He greeted an average 400 callers in the White House daily.



•  From 1919, he was advised by Bruce Barton, one of the greatest of the early ‘admen’. Barton wrote articles promoting ‘Silent Cal’ as the man of what would become known as Middle America.



•  He made reassuring, statesmanlike speeches in which he never attacked his opponents and frequently cited the Bible. He ensured that many of them were broadcast on the radio.



•  He recognised the importance of visual images and took great care to give crowd-pleasing photo opportunities, such as those wearing cowboy and Indian costumes. Intellectuals mocked the photographs, particularly one of him in an Indian headdress, but the public approved. In a period of rapid social and cultural change (see page 25), Americans were reassured by photographs of their President on the family farm in Vermont.



•  He did not waste words. An aide said Coolidge’s ‘reputation is built on his habit of keeping silent unless he has some definite idea to get across … The country … likes his silence, and it would be a dangerous thing to tear down the picture which they have built’. However, he was always willing to make a joke and the public enjoyed hearing about his good sense of humour.
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Silent Cal


An oft-told but possibly apocryphal story has this conversation between Coolidge and the woman sitting next to him at dinner:


‘Mr President, my friend bet me that I wouldn’t be able to get you to say three words tonight.’


‘You lose.’
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Coolidge was associated with peace and prosperity and few doubted when he claimed, ‘We in America are nearer today to the final triumph over poverty than ever before in the history of any land.’ Such optimism has encouraged historians to blame him for failing to see the economic weaknesses that led to the Great Depression of the 1930s. Modern historians frequently criticise the three Republican Presidents for failing to regulate the economy in the 1920s, but they typified contemporary Americans in their belief in economic individualism and free enterprise and in their opposition to government regulation of the economy – unless, like the farmers who sought aid in the 1920s or the businesses that sought tariffs, it suited them.


The presidency of Herbert Hoover (1929–33)


Many historians believe Hoover’s beliefs made him the wrong man for the job when the Great Depression struck America.


Hoover and rugged individualism


While Secretary of Commerce, Hoover wrote American Individualism (1922). His book emphasised individual competitiveness, but he admitted, ‘We are passing from a period of extreme individualistic action into a period of associational activities.’ He argued that society worked best when the community voluntarily demonstrated ‘a sense of social responsibility’. He said the federal government needed to do little other than encourage and inform the community: ‘While I am not a believer in extending the bureaucratic functions of the Government, I am a strong believer in the Government intervening to induce active cooperation in the community itself.’ He was convinced that excessive federal government interventionism would ruin the economy. He frequently declared it un-American ‘that a demand should be made upon the public treasury for the solution of every difficulty’. In 1925, he told Iowa farmers that ‘every time we find solution outside of government we have not only strength and character but we have preserved our sense of real self-government’.


Although Hoover spoke frequently of individualism, voluntarism and the need to limit the role of the federal government, his actions as Secretary of Commerce and President often belied his words. During 1921–9, he obtained massively increased appropriations for his Department of Commerce and greatly expanded its staff and activities. Furthermore, he included state government within his definition of the ‘community’. In 1928, he urged state governors to put $3 billion aside for public works in periods of unemployment.


Hoover repeatedly demonstrated philosophical confusion (see page 15). In 1927, unprecedented rains broke the Mississippi River levees, creating an inland sea measuring 1000 miles by 50 miles. Thousands lacked food or shelter. Yet again (see page 6), Hoover claimed that community improvisation was responsible for the success of the relief programme he masterminded, while in reality it was primarily government resources.


In 1928, the Republican Old Guard considered Hoover too progressive, but the flood won him the Republican presidential nomination. In his acceptance speech, Hoover depicted himself as epitomising the American Dream. ‘In no other land could a boy from a country village, without inheritance or influential friends, look forward with unbounded hope. My whole life has taught me what America means.’ Hoover saw no end to the dream, telling a rally that if elected he would continue his Republican predecessors’ policies and, with God’s aid, ‘poverty will be banished from this nation.’


During the campaign, Hoover frequently came across as a progressive, who supported labour, public works to employ the unemployed and ‘hundreds of millions’ of dollars for struggling farmers. On the other hand, in one campaign speech, Hoover praised ‘the American system of rugged individualism’ and deplored how ‘the points of contact between the government and the people are constantly multiplying.’




[image: ]


SOURCE B


From Herbert Hoover’s presidential campaign speech of 22 October 1928, now commonly known as the ‘Rugged Individualism Speech’. Sometimes, his vocabulary is unusual, for example, ‘builded’. Accessed at www.digitalhistory.uh.edu/disp_textbook_print.cfm?smtid=3&psid=1334


During the war we necessarily turned to the government to solve every difficult economic problem … For the preservation of the state the Federal Government became a centralized despotism which undertook unprecedented responsibilities, assumed autocratic powers, and took over the business of citizens. To a large degree, we regimented our whole people temporally into a socialistic state. However justified in war time … in peace-time … we were challenged with a … choice between … rugged individualism and … doctrines of paternalism and state socialism. The acceptance of these ideas would have meant the destruction of self-government through centralization … [and] the undermining of the individual initiative and enterprise through which our people have grown to unparalleled greatness.


[After the war] the Republican Party resolutely turned its face away from these ideas and war practices. … When the Republican Party came into full power it went at once resolutely back to our fundamental conception of the state and the rights and responsibility of the individual. Thereby it restored confidence and hope in the American people, it freed and stimulated enterprise, it restored the government to a position as an umpire instead of a player in the economic game. For these reasons the American people have gone forward in progress. … Economic freedom cannot be sacrificed if political freedom is to be preserved….


I do not wish to be misunderstood … the government is [necessarily] engaged in public works [such as] … flood control … or national defense … Nor do I wish to be misinterpreted as believing that the United States is a free-for-all … The very essence of equality of opportunity and of American individualism is that there shall be no domination by any group or trust or combination in this republic. … It is no system of laissez faire. …
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[image: ] What did Hoover see as the functions of the federal government?
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President Hoover and economic problems


Hoover’s presidency went smoothly at first. A South Dakota Senator said Hoover was ‘so immensely popular over the country’ that the Republican-dominated Congress knelt before him. The press liked him and praised his Agricultural Marketing Act (1929), which encouraged cooperatives, facilitated loans to farmers, and established a Federal Farm Board that could purchase crops to stabilise prices.


However, Hoover’s leadership skills were limited. He:





•  handled Congress badly



•  failed to stop the enactment of the protectionist Smoot–Hawley tariff legislation, which many think exacerbated the Great Depression



•  seemed unable to cope with the ever-increasing economic problems following the Wall Street crash of 1929 (see page 39).





Hoover advocated voluntarism to effect economic recovery. When increasing numbers of banks failed, he encouraged successful bankers to agree to the National Credit Corporation (NCC). The NCC was supposed to help small, struggling banks, but the solvent banks thought it foolish to send good money after bad. By late 1929, workers were threatened by falling wages and unemployment (see page 40). Hoover asked employers to maintain wage levels and urged workers not to seek pay rises. This voluntarism proved insufficient and Congress and the media pressed Hoover to do more about rising unemployment. He opposed any form of dole and insisted that thanks to ‘the sense of social responsibility in the Nation, our people have been protected from hunger and cold’ and that voluntary effort would give ‘assurance against suffering during the coming winter’. He sought to maintain public morale and repeatedly rejected reports of unemployment as exaggerated. He claimed Americans were healthier than ever before: ‘The hobos … are better fed than they have ever been. One hobo in New York got 10 meals in one day.’ Meanwhile, New York City hospitals recorded 95 deaths from starvation in 1931.


Hoover and a changing presidency


Historians such as David Kennedy (1999) have argued that in 1932 Hoover began a new programme that laid the groundwork for the unprecedented governmental and presidential interventionism of his successor, Franklin Roosevelt. Hoover promoted the Glass–Steagall Act, which introduced greater stability in the banking system, and in response to pressure from bankers, financiers and Congress, reluctantly asked Congress to establish the Reconstruction Finance Corporation (RFC). The RFC was given up to $2 billion to lend to businesses such as banks and railroads, but failed to stop more banks collapsing. Democrat Senator Robert Wagner disgustedly noted that the federal government ‘did not preach … rugged individualism to bankers and railroad owners’, but refused to give financial aid to the unemployed.


Hoover continued to reject congressional proposals for federal relief for the poor and unemployed. In May 1932, he reminded the Senate of the federal government’s rising deficit, and scolded those advocating costly relief and public works measures: ‘The course of unbalanced budgets is the road to ruin’, he said. ‘We cannot … squander ourselves into prosperity’, he insisted and instead advocated higher taxes and government spending cuts to balance the budget. Congress responded to Hoover’s request and raised taxes in the Revenue Act of 1932. That worsened the Depression by decreasing the purchasing power of the employed.


Under pressure, Hoover signed an Emergency Relief and Construction Act that provided $300 million in loans for states to help the ‘needy and distressed’ and empowered the RFC to finance $1.5 billion for revenue-raising public works such as toll roads. However, Hoover warned the RFC, ‘I do not expect any states to resort to it except as a last extremity.’ Part of him seemed to recognise the need for a changed presidency, but part of him remained devoted to his traditional beliefs.


The 1932 election and the decline of Republicanism


Hoover confidently anticipated re-election in 1932, but increasing numbers considered him unable to cope with America’s economic problems: Democrats felt he was not doing enough to revive the economy, while some Republicans thought he was doing too much. Then he mishandled the Bonus March. In 1924, Congress had voted to pay First World War veterans a bonus in 1945. In 1932, around 40,000 impoverished veterans arrived in Washington to request immediate payment. When the police could not get them all to leave, Hoover sent in the army and defended General Douglas MacArthur’s burning of the veterans’ encampment. ‘Well,’ Hoover’s Democrat opponent Franklin Roosevelt reportedly said, ‘this elects me.’ A former Republican Governor of Oregon said any Democrat save a convicted rapist or murderer would have beaten Hoover.


At the Republican National Convention, no one applauded during Hoover’s acceptance speech, which a British journalist attributed to ‘the dispiriting influence of Mr Hoover’s personality, his unprepossessing exterior, his sour, puckered face of a bilious baby, his dreary, nasal monotone reading interminably, and, for the most part inaudibly, from a typescript without a single inflection of a voice or gesture to relieve the tedium.’ In sharp contrast, Hoover’s Democrat opponent Roosevelt was handsome, optimistic, confident, and a good speaker who said what the electorate wanted to hear. As Governor of New York, he had told the New York state legislature that government relief for the unemployed was a ‘social duty … necessary to preserve our democratic form of government.’
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A popular joke about Hoover


Hoover asked for five cents to phone a friend, but an aide gave him 10 cents saying, ‘Here, call them both.’
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Roosevelt won in a landslide in November 1932 but the 20th Amendment had yet to come into force, so the unpopular Hoover staggered on for four months before Roosevelt’s inauguration in March 1933. New Republic editor Robert Morss Lovett wrote that no previous government had fallen into such a ‘low a place in popular estimation, or been so universally an object of cynical contempt’, nor any other President ‘given his name so liberally to latrines and offal dumps, or had his face banished from the screen to avoid the hoots and cheers of children’.


Hoover has frequently had a bad press. During the 1932 campaign, Roosevelt blamed him for the Wall Street crash and the Great Depression, an oft repeated and unfair accusation. Hoover had issued frequent warnings about the ‘crazy and dangerous … fever of speculation’ that contributed to the Wall Street crash (see page 39) and rightly pointed out that no one foresaw the Great Depression. However, the contemporary conviction that he was the wrong man for the job during a Depression was correct. He was not an inspirational leader and his resistance to large-scale federal government intervention in the economy added to the sense of despair amongst the poor and unemployed, who felt he lacked understanding and sympathy. Americans hoped for a more helpful President – for a changed presidency.


A commitment to isolationism to 1933


The early twentieth-century USA was a wealthy, expansionist world power, protected by the Atlantic and Pacific oceans, with weaker neighbours to the north (Canada) and south (Mexico). US economic interests sometimes stimulated interventions in other countries, as did the belief of some such as President Wilson that Americans should export their superior political, social and economic ideas to other nations.


During the First World War, Wilson suggested measures to improve the post-war world, including collective security through the League of Nations. However, Wilson failed to win full domestic support for his post-war peace settlement of 1919 and America entered into a period sometimes characterised as isolationist.


Reasons for a commitment to isolationism


In the years 1919–33, there were several reasons for what has been called American isolationism:





•  The traditional American suspicion of ‘entangling alliances’ was reinforced by a general conviction that the First World War was the result of rivalries between corrupt inhabitants of the Old World who had dragged innocent Americans into their nasty war. American journalists blamed American arms dealers (‘Merchants of Death’) for having tied the United States to Britain and France.



•  Many Americans agreed with President Coolidge when he told the nation ‘our main problems are domestic problems’ and emphasised the importance of cutting military spending to help balance the budget. Those considerations grew more important during the Depression.



•  Americans became increasingly irritated by European reluctance to repay wartime debts owed to the United States.
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The USA and the world, 1898–1920.


However, some historians consider the supposedly isolationist policies of the three Republican Presidents a myth, for example, George Herring has written of ‘involvement without commitment’ (2008).


Isolationism – a myth?


The American international involvement that has led some historians to conclude that isolationism was a myth was demonstrated in several areas:





1  Harding, Coolidge and Hoover initiated, encouraged and participated in international agreements to discourage expensive arms races and wars. For example, the Harding administration masterminded the Washington Treaties (1922), in which America, Britain, France, Italy and Japan agreed to limit the naval arms race.



2  The United States recognised that a stable Europe was important to American trade and intervened repeatedly to aid German financial stability.



3  President Wilson had made repeated military interventions in Latin America (see map on page 17). Harding, Coolidge and Hoover sought to end such interventionism, although Coolidge sent Marines into Nicaragua in 1926, telling Congress ‘American investments and business interests’ were at stake.



4  The United States still retained imperial possessions such as the Philippines. The Philippines was considered a useful market for American manufactured goods and an example of how the USA could civilise other peoples.



5  The three Republican administrations worked with business interests to promote American commerce overseas. For example, the State and Commerce departments helped US companies gain access to Middle Eastern oil.





However, historians frequently see isolationism in the Hoover administration’s passivity and ineffectiveness in the face of Japanese expansionism in China after 1931. Such criticisms fail to recognise the popular isolationism that constrained international involvement deemed likely to lead to war.
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Summary diagram: The changing political environment, 1917–33
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2 The quest for civil rights, 1917–32




Why and how did black Americans campaign for civil rights between 1917 and 1932?





The American Dream supposedly offered everyone equal opportunities for success. In practice, opportunities were frequently confined to white males.


Life in the South, 1917–32


In 1917, black Americans constituted 10 per cent of the US population. Nearly 90 per cent of them lived in the South, where over half were impoverished sharecroppers. Inadequate educational provision and white racism made economic advancement difficult.


Southern black inferiority was enshrined in Jim Crow laws, under which black Americans were segregated from white people in public places such as schools, buses and cafes. During the early 1930s, a young black boy in Atlanta, Georgia, suddenly lost his young white friend: ‘He told me one day that his father had demanded that he would play with me no more.’ This young black boy always had to travel at the back of the bus. He could not buy a soda or hot dog at a downtown store’s lunch counter. If a white drugstore served him, he would be handed his ice cream through a side window and in a paper cup so no white would have to use what he had used. He had to drink from the ‘colored’ water fountain and use the ‘colored’ restroom. He had to sit in the ‘colored’ section at the back of the balcony in the movie theatre. The young boy said life in the South made him ‘determined to hate every white person’. His name was Martin Luther King Jr.
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A map showing racial tensions in the USA.


Southern black political inferiority was ensured by devices such as literacy tests and poll taxes that white officials manipulated to prevent black voting. Black inability to vote led to all-white juries who, in combination with white law enforcement officials, gave black Americans little or no protection from the law. The incidence of lynching increased after American participation in the First World War generated greater black self-confidence. For example, in 1918, a Georgia mob lynched 11 black men after a white farmer was murdered.


The impact of Northern migration


Between 1910 and 1970, over 6 million black people migrated from the rural South to Northern cities such as New York and Chicago where there were greater employment opportunities, no Jim Crow laws and fewer lynchings. This large-scale population movement became known as the Great Migration.


Migration had a beneficial impact upon many black American lives. One Mississippian who migrated to Chicago during the First World War said, ‘I should have been here 20 years ago. I just begin to feel like a man.’ Now he could sit alongside whites on public transportation and vote. Voting gave black Northerners representation and influence: Oscar DePriest gained election as Chicago’s first black alderman and in 1920 he became the first black American elected to the US House of Representatives in the twentieth century.


However, Northern life had disadvantages. Racism sometimes made it difficult to obtain employment and urban accommodation was crowded and expensive. Black migrants were concentrated in growing ghettos such as New York City’s Harlem, partly because that was where their friends and relations were, but also because white Americans ensured black Americans could not live alongside them or have access to white schools.


The Great Migration and race relations


The most significant impact of the Great Migration was upon race relations in the North. Small black populations in the North had not been perceived as threatening, but when their numbers increased they were increasingly resented (see Table 1.2). The Great Migration was a demographic revolution that increased racial tension outside the South. It helped prompt the revival of the Ku Klux Klan. Klan membership rose from 100,000 in 1921 to 4 million in 1924. That led to violence. When demobilised soldiers returned from the war, there were race riots in 25 American cities because whites resented black competition for scarce jobs and accommodation. The American press ascribed black violence during the riots to Communist influence. The worst riots were in Chicago.




Table 1.2 The impact of the Great Migration on the population of Detroit






	Year

	Total Detroit population

	Detroit’s black population






	1910

	  465,766

	    5,741






	1920

	  993,675

	  40,838






	1930

	1,568,662

	120,066






	 

	300% population increase

	2400% black population increase










Around 50,000 black Americans had moved into Chicago between 1910 and 1920, and between 1917 and 1921, 58 home-made bombs were thrown at the homes of black residents who had moved into white residential areas. In 1919, a 15-year-old black boy accidentally crossed the dividing line on a segregated beach on Lake Michigan. When white people stoned him, black Chicagoans protested and were arrested. Irish and Polish workers supported by the police and the military attacked black Chicagoans during two weeks of riots in which 15 white people and 25 black people were killed, 500 people were injured, and the homes of over 1000 black families were set on fire and destroyed by white mobs. A report commissioned by the Governor of Illinois called for desegregation and blamed the riots on the





•  unfair treatment of blacks by white law enforcers



•  ghetto living conditions



•  increasing black ‘race consciousness’ that developed with urban life.





Increased ‘race consciousness’ also owed much to the First World War. Black soldiers who fought in France found the French far less racist than white Americans. German propaganda targeted black Americans, mocking President Wilson’s claims that Americans were fighting for democracy while black Americans lacked equality. Considerable numbers of returning black soldiers joined black organisations and there was much talk of ‘New Negroes’.


Middle-class black Americans joined the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP). Most railroad porters were black and they joined A. Philip Randolph’s trade union for railroad porters, established in 1925. However, the most popular black organisation in the 1920s was Marcus Garvey’s United Negro Improvement Association (UNIA). While the NAACP sought integration, the UNIA advocated self-help, armed self-defence, separation of the races, and black pride. While lighter-skinned blacks joked that UNIA stood for ‘ugliest Negroes in America’, Garvey’s Negro World newspaper rejected advertisements for skin-whitening and hair-straightening products. By 1925, the UNIA had 500,000 members, far more than the NAACP. Forty years later, one black American recalled sitting on his father’s shoulders at a UNIA rally. The boy’s name was Malcolm Little. He later changed it to Malcolm X (the X replaced the African name taken from his slave ancestors).
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SOURCE C
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Two black Americans are lynched before a white crowd in the Northern state of Indiana in 1930.
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[image: ] What can be inferred from Source C about American race relations?
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Clearly, black civil rights activism was developing but had as yet achieved little. The key would prove to be a positive federal government response and there were some promising signs from the White House. In 1921, Harding made a revolutionary plea for greater black opportunities and equality. He and Coolidge supported an increase in the number of black American federal government employees and favoured an anti-lynching bill, but Southern white Democrat senators ensured its rejection in 1922, 1923 and 1924. Hoover believed black people were of a ‘low mental order’, but refused to sign a restrictive covenant when he bought a house in segregated Washington DC.
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The impact of the Great Migration on the South


Some Southern white people were glad to see what they deemed inefficient and discontented workers migrate North, but others feared the loss of cheap, black labour and laws were passed to stem the flow. Some tried persuasion rather than coercion, emphasising how good life was in the South and offering black workers lower rents and higher wages during periods of labour shortages.
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Summary diagram: The quest for civil rights, 1917–32




[image: ]




[image: ]






3 Society and culture in change, 1917–33




What were the major social changes between 1917 and 1933?





For women and immigrants, as for black Americans, the American Dream was frequently difficult to attain.


The impact of the Roaring Twenties on women


In 1917, women were politically, economically, socially and legally inferior to men. Much has been made of the transformative impact of the Roaring Twenties on women, but gender inequality continued.
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Middletown


In 1925, Robert and Helen Merrell Lynd conducted a survey of the residents of Muncie, Indiana. In their published research they called Muncie ‘Middletown’. They concluded, ‘We today are probably living in one of the eras of greatest rapidity of change in the history of human institutions.’ They listed ‘but a few of the many happenings which have marked one of the most eventful periods of our history’ and promoted change:





•  the Great War




•  mass immigration




•  race riots




•  rapid urbanisation




•  the rise of industrial giants such as U.S. Steel, Ford and General Motors




•  mass-market advertising and consumer financing




•  new technologies such as electrical power, automobiles, radio and motion pictures




•  Prohibition




•  birth control campaigns, a new openness about sex, and women’s suffrage.
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Women and politics


The 19th Amendment (1919) gave women over 21 the vote in federal elections. It was introduced because





•  several states had already given women the vote in state elections



•  suffragist protests were well publicised, for example, Alice Paul was jailed for picketing the White House in 1917



•  women made an important contribution to the war effort.





Statistics suggest women were less interested in politics than men. Only around 25 per cent of eligible women voted during the 1920s. In 1928, women constituted over half of America’s population, but only 145 women sat in state legislatures and only two of the 435 members of the US House of Representatives were women.
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Why women did not use their vote


In 1924, University of Chicago researchers investigated why one half of voting-age adults in Chicago did not vote in the mayoral election of 1923. Anti-suffragist beliefs were most common amongst those of German, Irish and Italian descent. The most cited reasons by women non-voters were ‘general indifference’ (30.4 per cent) and ‘disbelief in women’s voting’ (11.4 per cent). Some blamed women voters for Prohibition, but only 1.5 per cent cited ‘objections of husband’ (‘I am not looking for a divorce’, said one). One wealthy lady said, ‘I’m a lady and I do not want to be anything else but a lady … Mama always thought politics was men’s business.’
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The vote for women did not lead to any significant legislation to aid gender equality but probably assisted the passage of the Sheppard–Towner Maternity Act (1921), which contributed to an 11 per cent drop in infant mortality until Congress tired of funding it later in the decade.



Women and work



The number of women in paid employment rose from around 8 million to 11 million during the 1920s. However, they lacked equal opportunities:





•  Educated women were steered towards ‘caring’ professions such as teaching and nursing. In 1930, there were few women in the boardroom and under 100 female accountants. Law firms usually refused to hire women lawyers.



•  Most working women were from immigrant, black and rural communities, and had low-paid, unskilled and low-status jobs.



•  When men and women did the same job, women invariably got paid far less.



•  Although the number of married women workers was rising, only around 10 per cent worked. Married middle-class women in particular were expected to focus on being homemakers. In 1930, most school authorities refused to employ married women and 24 states had laws banning their employment.
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Prominent women


Apart from female media celebrities (see page 31), few women were prominent in their own right. Examples include:





•  Amelia Earhart, the first woman to fly solo across the Atlantic (1932)




•  Assistant US Attorney General Mabel Walker Willebrandt (1921–9), who had special responsibility for overseeing the enforcement of Prohibition




•  Margaret Sanger (see below).
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