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Key questions – What were the worst problems facing American 
Society in the 1920s?
Overall, did life in America get better or worse in the 1920s?How did life change for women?

At the start of the 20’s - Before WW1 
women were expected to have a 
chaperone when out with a boyfriend. 
They were expected to be housewives 
and not take part in sport or smoke in 
public. 
-Jobs were low paid jobs like cleaning, 
dressmaking and secretarial.
-Tight restrictions were often linked to 
the church and traditional attitudes. 
Changes in the 20’s -The car had a 
liberating effect and so too did new 
electrical goods like vacuum cleaners 
and washing machines. 
-In the 1920 presidential election 
women were allowed to vote for the 
first time. 
-In 1929 10 million women were in 
jobs, 24% more than in 1920. 
-Films and novels exposed women to 
wider range of role models. 
-Flappers made a point of showing they 
were free to behave as they liked in the 
way they dressed. 
However- These changes didn’t affect 
the majority of poorer women, and 
women in the countryside, who stayed 
in similar jobs and roles.

Prohibition 
Making Prohibition law.
-The Women’s Christian Temperance Union and the Anti-Saloon League had 
long campaigned for Prohibition as a way of ending the evils of drunkenness. 
They also argued that drink was a waste of grain for food. Some argued booze 
was unpatriotic.
- In January 1918 the 18th Amendment to the US constitution was passed. The 
Volstead Act which came into law in January 1920 banned the manufacture, sale 
or transportation of intoxicating liquors. 
Problems with Prohibition.
-Bootleggers were people who made or smuggled illegal liquor. Before 
prohibition there were about 15,000 legal saloons in New York. By 1932 there 
were about 32,000 speakeasies (illegal drinking saloons) in the city. 
-Prohibition agents arrested offenders, Einstein and Smith made 4,392 arrests. 
But enforcement was underfinanced with insufficient agents. 
-Corruption was massive as even big breweries stayed open by bribing officials. 
1 in 12 Prohibition agents were sacked for corruption. 
-Estimates suggest that organised gangs made about $2billion from the sale of 
illegal alcohol. Al Capone’s speakeasies made him around $60million a year. In 
Chicago there were 130 gangland murders between 1926 and 1927 but no arrests. 
Capone’s men murdered 7 rival gang members in the St Valentine’s Day 
massacre. This was a turning point. 
The end of Prohibition
-The ‘Noble Experiment’ had left the USA lawless, police were corrupt and 
gangsters were powerful. 
-The Wall Street Crash of 1929 and depression gave sound economic reasons to 
end Prohibition. Legalising production would create jobs and revenue from tax. 
-Franklin D Roosevelt elected in 1932 and Prohibition was repealed (reversed) in 
December 1933

Immigration 
Increased immigration
Immigration had been at an all-time 
high 1901-1910. A further flood of 
immigrants arrived after WW1, Jews 
from Eastern Europe and Italians 
fleeing poverty. Most groups gathered 
with other people from their own 
countries. 

Government reaction to immigration
-Literacy Test, 1917 – Immigrants had 
to pass a series of reading and writing 
tests. 
-The Emergency Quota Act, 1921 
–restriction migrants per year to 
357,000. Also set a quota - only 3 per 
cent of the total population of their 
nationality already living in the US. 
-The National Origins Act, 1924 
–reduced further to 150,000. Quota to 
2%. Aim to restrict southern and eastern 
Europeans immigrants. Prohibited 
immigration from Asia. 

Red Scare
What was it? -USA was worried when 
Russia became Communist after 2 
revolutions in 1917.  This created 
tensions towards immigrants.
-Economic hardship lead to strikes and 
riots in America in 1919, some feared 
the influence of Communists. Fear of 
communism and prejudice against 
immigrants was a powerful force. 
-In April 1919 a bomb killed 10 people 
in a church. Another blew off the front 
of Alexander Palmer’s house, who was 
America’s police chief. In May bombs 
were posted to 36 prominent Americans.
 
Response - J Edgar Hoover was part of 
a quick and harsh government response. 
He built up files on 60,000 suspects. 
Between 1919-1920 10,000 were 
informed they were to be deported. Only 
556 cases had any basis in fact. 
-Italian migrants Sacco and Vanzetti 
were sentenced to death on weak 
evidence and an unjust trial. Eyewitness 
accounts were shaky, and the judge 
made clear he was happy to execute 
them because of their anarchist beliefs.

Racism and the KKK
Problems -In the south, African 
Americans still faced discrimination and 
poverty, many were denied access to 
good jobs, education and the right to 
vote. Segregation was still in place across 
the South. Many moved north. 

Leaving the South-In 1920s African 
American population of Chicago went 
from 110,000 to 230,000. In NY 150,000 
to 330,000
- Racism still existed in North; in 1919, 
there was a race riot when a black youth 
entered a Chicago whites only beach.
- However, black ‘Renaissance’ occurred 
in Harlem. Talented black poets and 
musicians gathered. Also NAACP set up 
to improve black rights

The Ku Klux Klan - white supremacy 
movement. Formed in the 1860’s, it used 
parades, beatings and lynching. After a 
decline it spread rapidly again in the 
1920’s.  
-By 1924 it had 4.5million members. 
-High profile members included the 
Governors of Oregon and Oklahoma.
-Between 1919 and 1925 over 300 
African Americans were lynched.  

1- Give evidence that African- Americans’ and women’s lives in the 1920s did / didn’t improve. 
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2- Create a storyboard of the main events of Prohibition. Make sure it includes causes and why it ended.

3- Give 2 reasons why attitudes to immigrants got worse in the 1920s. Explain 3 examples of how immigrants 
lives were made harder. Make sure you refer to the Red Scare paragraph as well as the Immigration one.


