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INTRODUCTION

I. APPROACH AND RATIONALE

In the Aftermath of War: Cultural Clashes in the 1920s is one of over sixty
teaching units published by the National Center for History for the Schools

that are the fruits of collaborations between history professors and experi-
enced teachers of World and United States History. They represent specific
issues and “dramatic episodes” in history from which you and your students
can pause to delve into the deeper meanings of these selected landmark
events and explore their wider context in the great historical narrative. By
studying crucial turningpoints in history the student becomes aware that
choices had to be made by real human beings, that those decisions were the
result of specific factors, and that they set in motion a series of historical
consequences. We have selected issues and dramatic episodes that bring alive
that decision-making process. We hope that through this approach, your stu-
dents will realize that history is an ongoing, open-ended process, and that
the decisions they make today create the conditions of tomorrow’s history.

Our teaching units are based on primary sources, taken from government
documents, artifacts, magazines, newspapers, films, private correspondence,
literature, contemporary photographs, and paintings from the period under
study. What we hope you achieve using primary source documents in these
lessons is to have your students connect more intimately with the past. In this
way we hope to recreate for your students a sense of “being there,” a sense
of seeing history through the eyes of the very people who were making deci-
sions. This will help your students develop historical empathy, to realize that
history is not an impersonal process divorced from real people like them-
selves. At the same time, by analyzing primary sources, students will actually
practice the historian’s craft, discovering for themselves how to analyze evi-
dence, establish a valid interpretation and construct a coherent narrative in
which all the relevant factors play a part.

II. CONTENT AND ORGANIZATION

Within this unit, you will find: 1) Unit Objectives, 2) Correlation to the
National History Standards, 3) Teacher Background Materials, 4) Lesson

Plans, and 5) Student Resources. This unit, as we have said above, focuses on
certain issues and key moments in time and should be used as a supplement to
your customary course materials. Although these lessons are recommended
for grades 9–12, they can be adapted for other grade levels. The teacher
background section should provide you with a good overview of the entire
unit and with the historical information and context necessary to link the
specific “dramatic moment” to the larger historical narrative. You may consult
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it for your own use, and you may choose to share it with students if they are
of a sufficient grade level to understand the materials.

The Lesson Plans include a variety of ideas and approaches for the teacher
which can be elaborated upon or cut as you see the need. These lesson plans
contain student resources which accompany each lesson. The resources con-
sist of primary source documents, any handouts or student background mate-
rials, and a bibliography.

In our series of teaching units, each collection can be taught in several ways.
You can teach all of the lessons offered on any given topic, or you can select
and adapt the ones that best support your particular course needs. We have
not attempted to be comprehensive or prescriptive in our offerings, but rather
to give you an array of enticing possibilities for in-depth study, at varying
grade levels. We hope that you will find the lesson plans exciting and stimu-
lating for your classes. We also hope that your students will never again see
history as a boring sweep of facts and meaningless dates but rather as an
endless treasure of real life stories and an exercise in analysis and recon-
struction.

Introduction
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TEACHER BACKGROUND MATERIALS

I. UNIT OVERVIEW

Images of a carefree, slightly giddy “Jazz Age” leap to mind at the thought of
America in the 1920s: flappers, raccoon coats, Model T’s, and no more war. In fact,

the United States emerged from World War I with deep seismic faults in its society,
with clashes that would reverberate through the decade and beyond. A study of the
contrast between modern urban and traditional rural society can help students grasp
the era’s great complexity and give them insights into different cultural attitudes
that still exist in our society. Using a variety of documents, plus cooperative and
individual instructional activities that emphasize critical thinking, students will ex-
amine the attitudes and strategies of people struggling with competing worldviews.
Art, literature, and film are also used to illustrate key points.

II. UNIT CONTEXT

These lessons deal with the United States between World War I and World War II.
They should follow the study of World War I and precede coverage of the Great

Depression. An in-depth look at the Red Scare, which is only touched on here, would
be a good transition from the war to this unit. Similarly, an examination of the
northward migration of blacks through the 1920s, including the Harlem Renaissance,
would make a good transition to study of the Great Depression.

III. UNIT OBJECTIVES

♦ To identify social and economic changes that had been occurring in the
United States since the late 19th century.

♦ To identify reactions to the social and economic changes that had been
occurring.

♦ To recognize that the emergence of new beliefs and attitudes produce
tensions and conflicts in society.
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IV. INTRODUCTION TO CULTURAL CLASHES IN THE 1920S

The 1920s opened with a “red scare” that began in 1919, which led to the
arrest of thousands of radicals, the lynching of a few, and the deportation

of several hundred others. This campaign by Woodrow Wilson’s Justice De-
partment and local police helped to sustain a rising spirit of anti-radicalism
and nativism inspired by the crush of “the new immigrants” from southern
and eastern Europe, who began crowding into American ports once again af-
ter the interruption caused by World War I. At the same time, the trend toward
increasing urbanization of the native-born American population resumed,
spurred by the widespread ownership of automobiles for the first time. Indi-
viduals from declining rural America migrated into cities, and cities spread
out into the surrounding rural hinterlands. The old problem of the clash be-
tween the special needs of town and country reappeared. Yet this split between
rural and urban life should not be exaggerated because small towns had their
radicals and immigrants, and a majority of people in cities were from the
country or had close ties to it.

The clash between the traditional and the modern was not just a new version
of an old conflict but one that seemed to many country people or city-dwell-
ers to be apocalyptic: Freudianism, Bolshevism, evolutionism, and innumer-
able other new ideas and movements seemed to be in league to destroy tradi-
tional life or values.

The pace of change was extraordinary: the nation’s gross national product
grew by 40 percent between 1920 and 1930; over ten million households be-
gan listening to radios for the first time; movie theaters sold 100 million
tickets each week by 1929; the rate of graduation from high school zoomed:
those attending college reached one million by 1930. As for family farming, it
declined dramatically because agribusiness made it impossible for small inde-
pendents to compete. By 1930, only 21 percent of the population made its
living from the land.

Meanwhile, the country tried to live without liquor from 1919 to 1933, which
only seemed to increase drinking, make criminals of many citizens, and make
the cities hostage to new crime syndicates that controlled the supply of ille-
gal liquor. Prohibition was in part an aspect of the clash between “dry” moral
fundamentalists in the country and “wet” moderns in the city. The decade
neared its end with dramatic events: a Catholic nominee for the presidency
was rejected in an anti-Catholic landslide in 1928; unregulated speculation in
the stock market led to a crash in 1929; and the country plunged into a de-
pression in which people went hungry in the cities while farmers plowed un-
der their crops.

Teacher Background
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V. CORRELATION TO NATIONAL HISTORY STANDARDS

In the Aftermath of War: Cultural Clashes of the Twenties provides teaching
materials to support the National Standards for History, Basic Edition (Na-
tional Center for History in the Schools, 1996), Era 7, “The Emergence of
Modern American (1890-1930). Lessons within this unit assist students in at-
taining Standard 3A and 3C by examining the social tensions and their conse-
quences in the postwar era and explaining how new cultural movements re-
flected and changed American society.

The unit likewise integrates a number of Historical Thnking Standards includ-
ing: draw upon visual and literary sources (Standard 2, Historical Compre-
hension); compare and contrast differing sets of ideas, values, personalities,
behaviors, and institutions (Standard 3, Historical Anallysis and Interpreta-
tion); interrogate historical data by uncovering the social, political, and eco-
nomic context in which it was created (Standard 4, Historical Research);
and identify issues and problems in the past (Standard 5, Historical Issues-
Analysis and Decision Making).

VI. LESSON PLANS

1. Urban Modernism in the Twenties

2. Rural Traditionalism in the Twenties

3. Three Case Studies

Teacher Background
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Dramatic Moment

AT THAT MOMENT

At that moment in the city of Zenith, Horace Updike was making love
to Lucile McKelvey in her mauve drawing-room on Royal Ridge, after
their return from a lecture by an eminent English novelist. Updike was
Zenith’s professional bachelor . . . famous at conversation. He spoke
reasonably of psychoanalysis, Long Island polo, and the Ming platter he
had found in Vancouver. She promised to meet him in Deauville, the
coming summer, “though,” she sighed, “it’s becoming too dreadfully
banal. . . .”

And at that moment in Zenith, a cocaine-runner and a prostitute were
drinking cocktails in Healey Hanson’s saloon on Front Street. Since
national prohibition was now in force . . . they were compelled to keep
the cocktails innocent by drinking them out of tea-cups. The lady threw
her cup at the cocaine-runner’s head. He worked his revolver out . . .
and casually murdered her. . . .

At that moment in Zenith, two men sat in a laboratory. For thirty-
seven hours now they had been working on a report of their investigations
of synthetic rubber.

At that moment in Zenith, there was a conference of four union offi-
cials deciding whether the twelve thousand coal miners within a hundred
miles of the city should strike. . . .

At that moment the steel and cement . . . factory of the Pullmore
Tractor Company of Zenith was running on night shift to fill an order of
tractors for the Polish army. . . .

At that moment Mike Monday was finishing a meeting. Mr. Monday, the
distinguished evangelist, . . . had once been a prize-fighter. . . .As a
prize-fighter he had gained nothing but his crooked nose, his celebrated
vocabulary, and his stage-presence. The service of the Lord had been
more profitable. He was about to retire with a fortune. It had been
well-earned, for, to quote his last report, “Rev. Mr. Monday, the Prophet
with a Punch, has shown that he is the world’s greatest salesman of
salvation, and that by efficient organization the overhead of spiritual
regeneration may be kept down to a . . . rock-bottom basis. He has
converted over two hundred thousand lost and priceless souls at an
average cost of less than ten dollars a head.”

Sinclair Lewis, Babbitt (New York: Grossett & Dunlap Publishers; copyright 1922 by Harcourt,
Brace & Co.), pp. 106–108.
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LESSON ONE

URBAN MODERNISM IN THE TWENTIES

A. OBJECTIVES

♦ To identify social and economic trends in the early twentieth century.

♦ To describe urban modernism in the 1920s.

♦ To describe some of the reactions to urban modernism.

B. LESSON ACTIVITIES

1. Draw students into discussion of cultural clashes in the 1920s by read-
ing the Dramatic Moment. Ask if any of the vignettes, or parts of them,
would be likely to happen in today’s society. Point out that the 1920s
was significant as a time when great numbers of people abandoned
traditional ways and committed themselves to a modern way of life
that is very familiar to us today. Note that the reading is from Babbitt,
Sinclair Lewis’ 1922 novel set in the typical American city of “Zenith.”
With a population of three to four hundred thousand, it would have
been in the top twenty cities in size. Tell them that they will learn
more about life in Zenith after developing an overall picture of urban
America in the 1920s.

2. Divide students into small groups to analyze Documents A1 through
A6, the historical statistics. Have them round off the decimal points to
the nearest whole. Point out that economic changes motivated many
of the social transformations that occurred. Have each group examine
one set of data, and prepare a graph that they will use to present the
information to the class.

3. Distribute Worksheet One, “The Historical Picture of the 1920s.” Groups
should answer the questions pertaining to their set of data. Then have
groups present their analyses and graphs in the order on the worksheet,
while the other students fill in the answers to the questions for each
set of data on their own copies of the worksheet.

Enrich the discussion by circulating copies of Documents B and C, the
Ivory Soap and ford Motor Company advertisements. These illustrate
the changing economic and social conditions reflected in the statis-
tics. As students identify these changes and add them to their notes,
make sure they see the full implications. For example, they should
understand that the rise in manufacturing points not only to high em-
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ployment and prosperity, but to an improved standard of living, includ-
ing more leisure.

4. Discuss “Introduction to Precisionist Paintings,” Student Handout One.
Show students Document D, paintings and a photograph by Precision-
ists in the 1920s. Direct their observations with a few general ques-
tions:

a. What is the subject matter?

b. Do the works create negative or positive impressions?

c. How does this group of Americans seem to be reacting to mod-
ernization?

d. What do they claim as evidence for their point of view?

e. How does the image they created compare to urban America
today?

f. Can we say that they were right or wrong in their optimism?

g. Have students do a “quick-write”: America’s Precisionist artists
in the 1920s tried to show . . .

5. Do a Dramatic Reading of Document E, an extract from Babbitt, to
illustrate:

a. The up-and-coming urban middle class, creating, and even, as in
George Babbitt’s case, reacting to in dismay, the life of go-ahead
modernism symbolized by the city.

b. Lewis’ criticism of modern society.

6. After the reading, ask class members what facts they know about the
Babbitts, while a student lists them on the board. Ask what their obser-
vations suggest about what is important in the Babbitts’ lives, and how
they feel about themselves and life. Expect students to have difficulty
deciding on the best way to categorize their findings, and be ready to
suggest some key terms such as conformity, boosterism, materialism,
and alienation.

7. Continue discussion with general questions that clarify the main
concepts:

Lesson One
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a. What does Lewis seem to be saying about modern urban society in
the 1920s?

b. What does he claim as evidence for his point of view?

c. How does Lewis’ image compare to what the Precisionists saw?

d. How does it compare to urban America today?

8. Follow up with a three-paragraph pop essay: What does Sinclair Lewis
seem to be saying about Modern urban society in the 1920s and how
does his view compare to what the precisionists saw?

9. In class or for homework have students do a “quick-write” that states
several major changes that had occurred in American urban society
since the late 19th century and briefly describes a negative and a posi-
tive reaction to those changes.

C. LESSON EVALUATION

1. Check for understanding during discussion.

2. Assess group participation, including ability to deal with the statistical
data and graphs.

3. Evaluate “quick-writes.”

Lesson One



10

318 319 320 321 322 323 324 325 326

1929 37,782.6 18,384.0 9,463.9 4,358.3 1,243.6  984.2 683.9 1,237.8   412.3

1928 38,892.9 17,911.1 9,111.7 4,466.9 1,168.7  932.3 661.6 1,153.3   416.4

1927 34,410.2 17,263.6 8,827.3 4,360.2 1,164.5  851.9 648.4    958.9   452.5

1926 35,856.6 17,784.6 9,039.8 4,467.4  1,127.2  783.3 632.8 1,220.7  513.4

1925 34,046.3 16,870.5 8,684.0 4,335.8  1,094.4  767.0 615.7   990.1   383.5

1924 30,957.7 15,573.6 7,981.3 3,948.0  1,073.2  718.6 563.0   781.3   508.2

1923 32,168.5 15,176.0 7,554.6 4,012.9  1,050.3  698.5 550.7  746.4   562.7

1922 27,393.8 14,059.4 6,837.6 3,843.0  1,002.1  624.6 499.9   888.4   363.9

1921 25,864.0 14,022.9 6,548.7 4,182.4  1,053.0  562.2 474.5  714.9   487.3

1920 37,285.2 19,236.2 10,301.4 4,696.3  1,195.5  765.6 675.9 1,044.8   556.8

1919 33,265.3 17,215.5 9,312.4 4,709.0  1,000.0  660.1 458.7  630.7  444.5

1918 29.979.8 15,807.2 8,583.6 4,280.8 864.0  636.1 445.5   580.7   416.5

1917 24,545.5 13,174.1 6,925.7 3,907.2     629.5  511.5 407.5   425.7   366.9

1916 18,389.4 9,893.2 5,380.1 2,693.6    522.4  420.7 352.2   262.5   261.7

1915 13,986.1 8,079.8 4,342.1 2,310.3    478.6 331.0 255.6   141.7   220.5

1914 14,054.0 8,296.5 4,484.8 2,380.1   500.9 289.0 254.4   160.4   226.9

1913 14,632.8 8,230.2 4,441.9 2,315.9   506.8  294.9 243.9   191.3   235.3

1912 14,028.0 8,100.8 4,342.3 2,410.5   468.9  289.4 233.6   142.0   214.0

1911 12,749.4 7,491.3 3,980.1 2,235.7   460.4     278.8 211.3   119.1   205.9

1910 12,659.2 7,386.0 3,823.5 2,306.1     464.0  266.8 209.9   121.0   194.8

Cigars,
cigarettes,

and
tobaccoManufactured

Food and Kindred
Products

Total
all finished

commodities
(mil. dol.)

 PERISHABLE (mil. dol.)

Year Total
Non-

Manufactured

Drug,
toilet, and
household

preparations

Magazines,
news-

papers,
misc.
paper

supplies

Fuel and lighting
products

Manufactured
Non-

Manu-
factured

Value of Output of Finished Commodities (Perishable)
(Primary Source)

Document A1Lesson One

Value of Output of Finished Commodities and Construction Materials Destined for Domestic Consump-
tion at Current Producers' Prices, and Implicit Price Indexes for Major Commodity Groups (Shaw)
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346 347 348 349 350 351 352

1930 326.1 - - 9.2 24.6 48.3 54.9 4,328.2
1929 407.6 - - 10.6 26.2 52.1 63.6 5,628.4
1928 411.7 - - 12.0 17.4 48.7 61.0 4,662.5
1927 419.8 - - 10.1 17.8 49.7 61.9 4,320.2
1926 440.2 - - 11.9 22.4 46.6 63.8 4,667.5

1925 444.3 - - 11.3 15.0 46.6 66.8 4,256.0
1924 337.2 - - 13.0 14.0 48.6 66.4 3,948.5
1923 355.8 - - 16.3 12.1 58.5 65.6 4,395.5
1922   243.4 - - 8.9 6.2 48.6 47.6 2,964.0
1921 169.5 - - 10.2 9.4 46.6 46.9 2,939.1

1920 313.4 - - 20.8 14.7 67.8 82.3 5,277.0
1919 168.0 26.4 19.0 5.1 45.0 73.4 5,358.4
1918 85.8 35.3 18.9 1.5 71.1 50.0 5,449.7
1917 120.5 38.8 16.7 3.3 36.5 42.3 3,781.8
1916 104.0 31.0 16.3 4.0 23.9 37.9 2,526.3

1915 61.0 30.5 13.3 3.4 20.2 37.5 1,570.4
1914 49.9 35.6 16.2 3.6 15.5 41.0 1,477.6
1913 46.1 40.1 21.9 4.1 12.3 42.1 1,827.3
1912 39.3 41.6 12.0 3.9 10.6 40.3 1,634.5
1911 26.3 45.9 9.4 4.3 10.9 42.4 1,347.6

1910 26.9 53.3 7.3 4.4 10.7 42.6 1,524.2

Motorcycles
and

Bicycles

Motor
Vehicle

Accessories

 CONSUMER DURABLE—CON. (mil. dol.)

Year

Passenger
vehicles
(horse-

drawn) and
accessories

Value of Output of Finished Commodities (consumer durable)
(Primary Source)

Pleasure
Craft

Ophthalmic
Products

and
Artificial

Limbs

Monuments
and

Tombstones
Total

Value of Output of Finished Commodities and Construction Materials Destined for Domestic Consump-
tion at Current Producers’ Prices, and Implicit Price Indexes for Major Commodity Groups (Shaw)

Document A2Lesson One
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64 65 66 67 68

1929 189,853 8,581 197 80 117

1928 188,017 9,756 196 83 113

1927 187,035 10,220 189 84 105

1926 184,162 10,723 215 93 122

1925 179,501 11,001 221 100 121

1924 174,507 10,946 205 93 112

1923 169,007 7,494 130 57 73

1922 - - 11,188 186 80 106

1917–1921 - - 12,919 222 95 127

Federal
Funds

COST (mil. dol.)MILES OF HIGHWAY

Document A3Lesson One

Mileage of Federal-Aid Highway Systems
(Primary Source)

Total
designated as

part of Federal
Systems

Year
or

Period
Total

Completed
During
Year

State
Funds

Highway Transportation—Mileage and Cost of Federal-Aid Highway Systems
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Document A4Lesson One

Power—Electric Utilities (residential)
(Primary Source)

1930 20,331,551 11,018,072 664,441,200

1929 19,965,154 9,772,788 618,798,800

1928 19,087,882 8,618,834 571,619,800

1927 17,950,984 7,675,970 523,688,800

1926 16,706,621 6,827,305 478,181,800

1925 15,123,304 6,020,000 439,460,000

1924 13,438,929 5,079,900 369,762,900

1923 12,440,000 4,579,900 331,852,800

1922 10,907,000 3,915,600 290,671,800

1921 10,180,000 3,532,400 261,048,800

1920 9,410,000 3,190,000 237,655,000

Year

RESIDENTIAL CONSUMERS

Number,
December 31

Kilowatt-hours
(thousands)

Revenues
(dollars)

228 229 230

Power—Electric Utilities, Sales to Ultimate Consumers
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Number of persons engaged in—

Document A5Lesson One

Labor Force
(Primary Source)

ALL PERSONS 10 YEARS OLD AND OVER

Year

Population
10 years
old and

over Number

All Occupations

Percent of
population 10

and over

Non-
agricultrual

pursuits

Agricultrual
pursuits

21 3 4 5

1940 1 10,443,129 52,148,251 47.2 42,985,704 9,162,547

1930 98,723,047 48,829,920 49.5 38,357,922 10,471,998

1920 82,739,315 42,433,535 51.3 30,984,765 11,448,770

1910  71,580,270 37,370,794 52.2 25,779,027 11,591,767

1900 57,949,824 20,073,233 50.2 18,161,235 10,911,998

Labor Force—Persons 10 Years Old and Over Gainfully Occupied, in Agricultural and in Nonagricultural
Pursuits;
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