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 America, 1920-1973 Background  
 

 The US has a federal system – each of the 50 
States has its own powers.  

 The US Constitution sets out how power is 
divided between the President, Congress and 
the Supreme Court.  

 The two main political parties in the US are the 
Democrats and the Republicans  
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2. Economic Boom and Inequality 

 US lent money and sold arms to Britain and France 

during WW1 

 After war, US used vast range of raw materials to 

produce steel, chemicals, glass and machinery 

 Republican policies of laissez-faire, tariffs and low 

taxes helped the economy 

 Mass production of goods included cars, radios, 

telephones and fridges 

 Posters, radio adverts and travelling salesmen 

promoted sales 

 People encouraged to buy on hire purchase 

 Henry Ford mass produced Model Ts on assembly 

line in Detroit 

 Industries including glass, leather, steel, rubber and 

construction benefited 

 But more than half the population remained in or 

close to poverty 

 Farmers, miners and textile workers all suffered. 

 

 

 

 

https://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwi0k8S0vfDXAhXDwBQKHSkyCZEQjRwIBw&url=https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/20140807081119-341821014-what-are-problems-with-mass-production&psig=AOvVaw0GfEMvqfuO0h95V7Wczk6i&ust=1512481119952072
http://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwjh99PfvfDXAhWEWBQKHdK4CQYQjRwIBw&url=http://www.johndclare.net/America4.htm&psig=AOvVaw376KqGLgJkmO09igtWzClh&ust=1512481195203865
https://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwi0k8S0vfDXAhXDwBQKHSkyCZEQjRwIBw&url=https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/20140807081119-341821014-what-are-problems-with-mass-production&psig=AOvVaw0GfEMvqfuO0h95V7Wczk6i&ust=1512481119952072
http://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwjh99PfvfDXAhWEWBQKHdK4CQYQjRwIBw&url=http://www.johndclare.net/America4.htm&psig=AOvVaw376KqGLgJkmO09igtWzClh&ust=1512481195203865
https://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwi0k8S0vfDXAhXDwBQKHSkyCZEQjRwIBw&url=https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/20140807081119-341821014-what-are-problems-with-mass-production&psig=AOvVaw0GfEMvqfuO0h95V7Wczk6i&ust=1512481119952072
http://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwjh99PfvfDXAhWEWBQKHdK4CQYQjRwIBw&url=http://www.johndclare.net/America4.htm&psig=AOvVaw376KqGLgJkmO09igtWzClh&ust=1512481195203865


3. Social and cultural developments 

 Roaring Twenties – riotous fun, loud music and wild 

enjoyment for many 

 More leisure time and wages, on average 

 508 licensed radio stations by end of 1922 

 African Americans brought jazz and blues to the cities 

 Sports including baseball and boxing became increasingly 

popular. 

 By the end of the 1920s 100m cinema tickets were sold 

each week. 

 The car made other changes, including the growth of 

suburbs and beach holidays possible. 

 In 1920 women in all states got the right to vote. 

 Younger, urban women often broke with tradition and 

behaved and dressed as ‘flappers.’ 

 The number of women in jobs grew to 10 million by 1929. 
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 4. Divided society  
 

 The 18th Amendment (or Volstead Act) introduced 
Prohibition in January 1920.  

 Alcohol consumption fell by about 30% in the early 1920s  

 Prohibition led to massive corruption and organised crime.  

 In the 1929 St Valentine’s Day massacre Al Capone’s 
men killed 7 of Bugs Moran’s gang in Chicago.  

 African Americans often faced poverty and racial 
discrimination in the south, so moved to northern cities.  

 The Ku Klux Klan was revived after the 1915 film Birth of a 
Nation.  

 Between 1929 and 1925 over 300 African Americans were 
lynched.  

 In the Red Scare of 1919-1920 thousands of Eastern 
European immigrants were accused of being Communists.  

 The Italian immigrants Sacco and Vanzetti were executed 
in 1927 despite flimsy evidence against them.  

 Quota Acts of 1921 and 1924 restricted immigration to 
150,000 per year.  
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5. Wall Street Crash and Great Depression 

 The Wall Street Crash happened in October 1929, whilst 
Republican Herbert Hoover was President. 

 Rich investors and those who had borrowed money to buy 
shares suffered immediately. 

 5,000 banks went bankrupt, with ordinary savers losing 
everything. 

 Industrial and farm production fell by 40%, average wages by 
60%  

 By 1933 there were 14 million unemployed. 

 People in agricultural areas were hit hardest, made worse by 
the Dust Bowl. 

 Over 100,000 businesses went bankrupt 

 Hoover cut taxes, set up the Reconstruction Finance Company 
and introduced more tariffs. 

 His reputation was further damaged when General MacArthur 
dispersed the Bonus Army in June 1932 (with two deaths) 

  In the 1932 Presidential Election the Democrat Franklin Delano 
Roosevelt won a landslide victory again Hoover, promising a 
New Deal. 
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6. New Deal and 1930s popular culture 

 FDR prioritised providing relief, tackling unemployment, 

protecting savings and getting industry and agriculture 

back on their feet 

 Congress adopted all of his 15 proposals in the First 

Hundred Days 

 He explained his actions in Fireside Chats – radio 

broadcasts on Sundays 

 The Federal Emergency Relief Administration spent 

$500m on soup kitchens, blankets, unemployment 

schemes and nursery schools 

 Other Alphabet Agencies set up included the CCC, the 

AAA, the PWA, the NRA, the HOLC and the TVA. 

 By 1935 he had not transformed America as he had 

hoped 

 A Second New Deal from 1935 included the Wagner Act, 

the Social Security Act and setting up the Works Progress 

Administration and the Resettlement Administration 

 Critics included the Supreme Court, Republicans and 

radicals such as Huey Long, who claimed he wasn’t doing 

enough. 

 The New Deal created jobs and stability, but confidence 

remained low, unemployment was still 6m by 1941 and 

benefits to minorities were limited. 

 Radio, sport and cinema remained popular, with the 

Grapes of Wrath film of Steinbeck’s novel reflecting 

struggles of the Depression era. 
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7. Impact of Second World War 

 Beginning in March 1941 Lend Lease was used to supply 

arms, food and medicine to Britain, France, USSR and 

China. 

 Lend Lease contracts were overwhelmingly given to US 

firms, stimulating the economy. 

 The US entered the war in December 1941 and by 1944 

was making half the weapons in the world. 

 William Knusden was appointed to lead the War 

Productions Board (WPB). 

 14 million workers were employed in production for the ear 

effort. 

 7 million more women joined the workforce, including 

300,000 in the armed forces. 

 Americans bought $129bn worth of war bonds – further 

boosting the economy. 

 Government spending, taxes and the national debt all 

increased dramatically. 

 Over 1 million African Americans served in the armed 

forces and 2 million in factories producing war materials 

 Despite their contributions to the war effort, both women 

and African Americans continued to face prejudice during 

and after the war.  
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8. Post-war US society and economy 

 GNP doubled, giving most middle-class white Americans a 

comfortable lifestyle. 

 Wealthy Americans moved to the suburbs and enjoyed 

use of refrigerators, washing machines and TVs became 

commonplace. 

 Wealth spread further as people aspired to the American 

Dream, but many still felt excluded. 

 Popular culture was dominated by TV, film and cinema. 

 ‘Teenagers’ concerned their parents by following movie 

stars such as Marlon Brando and James Dean. 

 Rock and roll stars included Buddy Holly, Little Richard 

and Elvis Presley. 

 TV in the 1950s was dominated by commercial sponsors. 

 A new sense of national culture developed as the same 

programmes- including children’s TV – were watched 

across America. 

 HUAC (the House Un-American Activities Committee) was 

set up to investigate suspected communist involvement in 

government, education and the film industry 

 Senator Joseph McCarthy whipped up fear of ‘reds under 

the beds’ after the war against communism in Korea 

began in 1950. 
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9. Post-war racial tension and civil rights 

 Though African-Americans were legally allowed to vote, 

many were prevented from registering to do so 

 In southern states in particular they faced discrimination in 

education and employment and even lynching 

 After a campaign by the NAACP Linda Brown was bale to 

attend a previously whites-only school in Topeka, Kansa 

in 1954. 

 In 1956 the Montgomery Improvement Association (MIA) 

won their campaign to end racial segregation on buses 

 In 1957 President Eisenhower intervened to guarantee the 

safety of the Little Rock 9 in a previously whites-only 

school. 

 Direct action, such as sit-ins were led by organisations 

including the SNCC, CORE and Martin Luther King’s 

SCLC. 

 In 1963 King made his ‘I have a dream’ speech to around 

250,000 marchers in Washington. DC. 

 Black nationalists such as Elijah Muhammed, Malcolm X 

and Stokely Carmichael were critical of King’s moderate 

methods 

 Civil Rights Acts of 1964 and 1968 and a Voting Rights 

Act of 1965 went some way to preventing racial 

discrimination in housing, employment and voting. 

 By the time King was assassinated in 1968 segregation 

was illegal, black civil rights were enshrined in law and 

some African Americans held political power, but racist 

attitudes remained. 
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10. Great Society and feminist movements 

 John Fitzgerald Kennedy Democrat became President in 

1960. 

 He got reforms including extending unemployment benefit, 

improving housing and transport in poor cities and helping 

rural farming passed by Congress. 

 After Kennedy was assassinated in 1963, his Vice-

President Lyndon Baines Johnson became President. 

 The 1964 Economic Opportunities Act provided training 

for disadvantaged youths. 

 Medicare and Medicaid were introduced in 1965, providing 

medical insurance for over-65s and hospital care for the 

poor. 

 Johnson was criticised by some for interfering, by others 

for not doing enough and for his focus on the Vietnam War 

 Despite achievements up to and including during WWII, 

many still accepted in the 1950s that a woman’s place 

was in the home. 

 In 1963 Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique argued 

that middle class women should break away from the 

restrictive home environment 

 ‘Women’s lib’ began to be used and in 1966 the National 

Organisation for Women (NOW) was formed. 

 The Equal Pay Act of 1963 and Equal Rights Amendment 

Act 1972 gave women more equality in the workplace 

 In 1973 the Supreme Court made abortion legal in the 

Roe v Wade Case. 
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