
America Between the Wars 
THE SEVENTH FORM AMERICAN OPTION REVISED 

T H E reading list for the seventh form American option, published in the 
Education Gazette of 1 June 1977, is as passe as John Kennedy's narrow 
silver ties and Ivy League suits, which were contemporaries of the more re-
cent books on the reading list. Worse still, the list of suggested books has 
always been inadequate. It fails to reflect important recent trends in 
historical writing, such as the interpretative challenge raised by the New 
Left or the questions posed by the new social history. One finds little or 
nothing in the suggested readings about blacks, women, or workers. 
America is not made up exclusively of white, Protestant, male politicians, 
generals, and diplomats. However, those educated in the present seventh 
form prescription would have no way of knowing that. 

In an era of declining enrolments in history, it is more imperative than 
ever to make the material come alive, to avoid making the study of history a 
bore. In actuality, history is not boring; one needs to work hard to make it 
seem so. Yet the emphasis of the reading list on political institutions suc-
ceeds in making history seem lifeless and dull. This is all the more tragic, 
because recent scholarship has opened up exciting new areas of inquiry 
which, if incorporated into the syllabus, would enrich and enliven the study 
of history in the schools. How people lived, how families interacted, how 
people made a living, how minorities assimilated into American society (or 
failed to), how parents raised children, how Freudian psychology and con-
traception affected relations betwen men and women are but a few topics 
that historians have investigated; and they are important elements of the 
historical past. 

This article makes no attempt to list the thousands of books and articles 
which have been written about America in the twenties and thirties since 
1967 (the date of the most recent book on the published reading list). A 
simple listing of titles would take up more than the entire space allotted for 
this essay. The avalanche of scholarship makes it nearly impossible even for 
specialists to keep up in their own fields. Aside from the problem of keeping 
track of the enormous number of titles, most schools cannot afford to buy 
even a sampling of the works as they come out. Especially since devalua-
tion, the expense is prohibitive. Therefore, it is the purpose of this essay to 
point out some of the most significant items in this flood of books and to 
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single out those most useful for teaching seventh form history. 
It makes sense first to examine general works that treat the entire period 

covered by the syllabus, or at least large portions of it. William Leuchten-
burg's The Perils of Prosperity seems to be one of the books most com-
monly used in the schools now.1 Its scope, brevity, and lively style account 
for its popularity. Nevertheless, the book first appeared in 1958, and its age 
and lack of revision offset its obvious advantages. Written from an in-
tensely partisan, pro-New Deal perspective, the book gives a distorted pic-
ture of politics in the twenties. At least a few schools are now using David 
A. Shannon's Between the Wars: America, 1919-1941.2 While it does not 
have the stylistic distinction of Leuchtenburg's work, Shannon made 
substantial revisions for the second edition, which came out in 1979. He 
took the opportunity to incorporate more recent findings on the politics of 
the twenties and thirties and include sections (if brief ones) on blacks and 
women. 

Although not without faults, The Testing of America: 1914-1945 by 
Daniel M. Smith and Joseph M. Siracusa, constitutes the best choice for a 
text.5 Since most seventh form students have had little American history, it 
is important to give them an overview, a chronological and analytical struc-
ture on which to hang differing interpretations and studies of specific 
events or themes. Smith and Siracusa have provided this. They place the 
period in a larger perspective, while at the same time lending thematic 
coherence to their presentation. In domestic affairs, they stress the continu-
ing processes of industrialization and urbanization and the emergence of 
corporate capitalism. As for relations with the rest of the world, they focus 
on the emergence of the United States as a dominant world power, whose 
industrial might and interest in foreign markets shaped its policies. Quite 
logically, they regard these two themes as interrelated. In short, Smith and 
Siracusa offer a manageable, coherent presentation of the inter-war years. 

When it comes to the twenties, there are several good overviews. Those 
teachers who adopt a text may well decide to forego setting these as well; 
but they make excellent references for teachers and could be used as sup-
plemental reading for classes. An obvious choice is Frederick Lewis Allen's 
Only YesterdayA fond look back on the decade written only a few years 
after it ended, this chatty, informal history has many virtues. While dealing 
at too great length with the superficial features of the twenties, it 
nonetheless gives students a real 'feel' for the period. Subjects such as Billy 
Sunday, A1 Capone, the land boom in Florida, and the impact of Freud 
receive full, and interesting, treatment. The Twenties in America, by Paul 

1 William E. Leuchtenburg, The Perils of Prosperity, Chicago, 1958. 
2 David A. Shannon, Between the Wars: America, 1919-1941, Boston, 1965, 1979. 

Available in paperback. 
3 Daniel M. Smith and Joseph M. Siracusa, The Testing of America: 1914-1945, Arlington 

Heights, Illinois, 1979. Available in paperback. 
4 Frederick Lewis Allen, Only Yesterday, New York, 1931, 1959. Available in paperback. 
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Carter, is erratic, eccentric, but at times useful.5 Teachers might well find it 
a useful source of information and ideas; it makes little or no sense to set it 
as required reading. John D. Hicks's The Republican Ascendancy, 1921-
1933 provides a thorough political narrative.6 Its approach is somewhat 
out-of-date, reflecting the 25 years since its publication; but it remains a 
valuable reference. 

All too often, we think of the twenties as an era of flappers and hip 
flasks, the Charleston, jazz, and F. Scott Fitzgerald. However, the first 
president of the twenties was Woodrow Wilson; and, as the decade began, 
Americans were preoccupied with the problems of reconversion after 
World War I. The first political manifestation of the twenties was the Red 
Scare. The standard work on the anti-radical hysteria is Robert K. Murray's 
Red Scare.7 Murray provides a good factual account, but one marked by a 
striking absence of analysis. The book fails to explain who supported the 
Red Scare and why. Far more interesting is Stanley Coben's article 'A 
Study in Nativism'.8 He examines the Red Scare as a social phenomenon 
and finds the origins of the hysteria in the social and economic dislocations 
caused by the war and reconversion. 

Something of a debate has emerged over the fate of the Progressive 
movement in the 1920s. Arthur S. Link kicked off the speculation with an 
article in the American Historical Review in 1959.' He argued that, 
although Progressivism as a political force was dead in the 1920s, elements 
of the Progressive coalition remained active. They could no longer, 
however, find a common basis on which to unite. Following the course 
charted by Link, Clarke Chambers argued that Progressives, working in 
groups of volunteers, undertook reforms in their areas of interest.10 Their 
voluntarism and the small size of their operations allowed for experimenta-
tion which permitted new ideas about social policy to develop. The twenties 
planted the seeds of reform which came to fruition in the New Deal. Otis 
Graham has also found continuity between the Progressive era and the 
twenties. In a study of over one hundred progressives, he discovered that 
many continued their activities into the 1920s. What distinguished them 
from those who ceased to be active was occupation. Social workers, 
municipal reformers, and ministers continued their careers as reformers 
and provided a strand of continuity through to the New Deal; whereas 

5 Paul Carter, The Twenties in America, Arlington Heights, Illinois, 1975. Available in 
paperback. See also Paul Carter, Another Part of the Twenties, New York, 1977. 

6 John D. Hicks, The Republican Ascendancy, 1921-1933, New York, 1960. Available in 
paperback. 

7 Robert K. Murray, Red Scare, New York, 1955, 1964. Available in paperback. 
8 Stanley Coben, 'A Study in Nativism: The American Red Scare of 1919-1920', Political 

Science Quarterly, LXXIX (March 1964), pp.52-75. 
9 Arthur S. Link, 'What Happened to the Progressive Movement in the 1920s?', American 

Historical Review, LXIV (July 1959), pp.833-51. 
10 Clarke A. Chambers, Seedtime of Reform, Minneapolis, Minnesota, 1963. Available in 

paperback, Ann Arbor, Michigan, 1967. 
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lawyers, politicians, and journalists tended to abandon reform." A more 
recent trend has been to see the progressives in Congress, with some excep-
tions, as throw-backs to the Progessive era, rather than harbingers of the 
New Deal.12 However this debate winds up, it is clear that the traditional 
picture of the twenties as a hiatus between two great eras of reform needs 
significant alteration. 

Another cherished historical notion about the twenties has faced a 
serious challenge. Hicks summed up the traditional approach to the politics 
of the twenties when he wrote: 'as nearly as a leaderless administration 
could be said to have a policy, the policy of the Harding administration was 
to do with alacrity whatever business wanted done.'13 For years, university 
lecturers, faced with having to say something about the Harding years, 
made some wise-crack to that effect and went on to other, presumably 
weightier, subjects. The politics of the twenties was not considered a 
suitable topic for serious study. One notable historian, H. H. Quint, used 
to tell his undergraduates that 'we know more about the Socialists and 
Communists in the 1920s than we do about the Republicans'.14 

Andrew Sinclair raised a minor challenge to the traditional view of Har-
ding by suggesting that Harding was master at least of his own political for-
tunes, that he sought the presidency rather than having it thrust on him.15 It 
remained, however, for Robert Murray to make a case for a more basic 
reassessment of Harding and his presidency. In The Harding Era, he went 
so far as to pronounce Harding's presidency a success for winding down the 
tensions left over from the war and the Wilson years, for major initiatives in 
international disarmament, for the passage of some measure of agrarian 
relief, and for reorganizing the executive branch.16 Of far more use to 
schools, however, is Murray's The Politics of Normalcy." Part of the ex-
cellent and inexpensive series, Norton Essays in American History, The 
Politics of Normalcy provides a good overview of revisionist perspectives 
on the political life of the twenties.18 

Harding's successor, too, has come in for a major reassessment over the 
last fifteen years. Historians commonly dismissed Coolidge as a passive 
observer of history. When Coolidge died suddenly of a heart attack in 1933 
and someone told Dorothy Parker, the short-story writer, of the ex-
president's death, she asked, 'How can they tell?'19 Moreover, Coolidge was 

11 OtisL. Graham , Encore for Reform: The Old Progressives and The New Deal, New York, 
1963, and The Great Campaigns: Reform and War in America, 1900-1924, Englewood Cliffs, 
New Jersey, 1971. 

12 See Carter, Twenties in America, pp.42-43. 
13 Hicks, Republican Ascendancy, p.51. 
14 Carter, Twenties in America, p.40. 
15 Andrew Sinclair, The Available Man, New York, 1965. 
16 Robert K. Murray, The Harding Era, New York, 1969. 
17 Robert K. Murray, The Politics of Normalcy, New York, 1973. Available in paperback. 
18 For a sceptical critique of revisionist history of the era, see Eugene P. Trani and David L. 

Wilson, The Presidency of Warren G. Harding, Lawrence, Kansas, 1977. 
19 Paul F. Boiler, Jr., Presidential Anecdotes, New York, 1981, 1982. 
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portrayed as an utterly unenlightened and unfeeling conservative. Recent 
scholarship has revealed him to have been a more skilful politician than the 
popular caricature.20 Donald McCoy undertook a major biography of 
Coolidge, which remains the definitive study of the man and his career.21 He 
judged Coolidge an efficient chief executive, one who delegated authority ef-
fectively and restored confidence in the presidency after the Harding scan-
dals. Perhaps even more than Murray, McCoy has forced historians and 
teachers to re-examine a political leader of the twenties. 

For a party that never came close to capturing the White House during 
the twenties, the Democrats are lucky. Few of history's losers have been 
treated to as good and as sympathetic a treatment as they receive from 
David Burner's The Politics of Provincialism.22 Burner's exceptionally 
readable history traces the transformation of the Democrats from a largely 
rural party to an urban-based one. 

Clearly, the historical understanding of political life in the 1920s has 
undergone drastic revision in the last two decades. However, politics alone 
do not tell the story of the United States in the twenties. The 'New Era' was 
indeed an age of rapid and dramatic change, and the approach to teaching 
that era must be altered to incorporate other facets of American history. 
Attitudes towards business changed in the decade after World War I. 
Businessmen became something akin to folk heroes, who, according to 
popular mythology, would lead the nation to new levels of prosperity for 
the benefit of all. Methods of business changed as well. Scientific manage-
ment, based on the theories of Frederick Winslow Taylor and the vaunted 
'Taylor System', became a rage in the twenties. He advocated central plan-
ning and the routing of successive phases of fabrication, a detailed analysis 
of each distinct step in the operation, detailed instruction of workers in 
their specific tasks accompanied by careful supervision of their work, and 
payment of wages in a manner designed to reward workers for doing as they 
were instructed. 

While many of his day applauded Taylor's theories and historians since 
have often treated them with thinly veiled contempt, neither group stopped 
to ask what Taylorism meant for the men and women who worked in the 
new industrial order. The first attempts to answer that question did so by 
studying organizations of workers, the unions. More recently, historians 
have abandoned the institutional emphasis on unions and employed non-
traditional sources in an attempt to understand the lives of working people 
and the nature of the work they did. Irving Bernstein's The Lean Years 
remains the standard study of unionism in the twenties.23 While focusing on 

20 See, for example, H. H. Quint and Robert Ferrell, The Talkative President, Amherst, 
Massachusetts, 1964. 
21 Donald R. McCoy, Calvin Coolidge: The Quiet President, New York, 1967. 
22 David Burner, The Politics of Provincialism, New York, 1970. Frank Freidel's Franklin 

D. Roosevelt: The Ordeal, Boston, 1954, provides additional information on the internal prob-
lems of the Democrats in the 1920s. 

23 Irving Bernstein, The Lean Years: Workers in an Unbalanced Society, New York, 1960. 
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the problem of declining unionism in a period of at least apparent pros-
perity, Bernstein's work also constitutes an early attempt to break out of 
traditional labour history, which concentrated exclusively on union struc-
tures and unionization. 

Inquiry into the process of unionization is by no means a dry creek. 
Historians disagree over the nature and intentions of unions and their 
leaders. Ronald Radosh has criticized labour leaders of the twenties for 
capitulating to 'welfare capitalism', by which big corporations instituted 
profit-sharing plans, reduced working hours, paid higher wages, and 
established company unions in an attempt to seduce workers away from 
radical unionism. According to Radosh, by accepting welfare capitalism, 
leaders such as Samuel Gompers sought not social justice, but to find 'a 
place for labor within a corporate capitalist economic structure'.24 

Far more exciting than investigations of unions, however, is the recent 
research done on the nature of work. In Workers' Control in America, 
David Montgomery has attempted to find out just what Taylorism and 
mechanization meant to ordinary workers.25 From the last quarter of the 
nineteenth century, workers faced the new industrial method of produc-
tion. No longer did skilled craftsmen perform all the tasks necessary to pro-
duce a finished product. With that change came a more fundamental one: 
workers had to adjust to new patterns of labour. Employers sought to dic-
tate patterns of labour and to control the process of production. In turn, 
workers attempted to resist such control over the nature of work and over 
the quality of the product. 

Even adding workers and the nature of work to the agenda hardly begins 
to cover the scope of American society in the twenties. In a rapidly changing 
world, American society was torn by cultural divisions. Rural values came 
into conflict with urban mores, and traditional values struggled to with-
stand the impact of new ideas. Prohibition held a central place in this con-
flict and was its most visible manifestation. Reactions to prohibition 
represented many other, related, issues, such as restriction of immigration 
and the controversy over teaching evolution in the public schools. 

The nature of fundamentalism has been the focus of an increasing 
number of serious studies. Ernest Sandeen's The Roots of Fundamentalism 
traces the history of fundamentalist thought in the United States and Great 
Britain from the beginning of the nineteenth century.26 George Marsden's 
Fundamentalism and American Culture focuses on various Protestant sects 
and contains a good account of the conflict between fundamentalists and 
liberals.27 In The Modernist Impulse in American Protestantism, William 

24 Ronald Radosh, 'The Corporate Ideology of American Labor Leaders from Gompers to 
Hillman', Studies on The Left, VI, 6 (1966), pp.66-87. 
25 David Montgomery, Workers' Control in America: Studies in the History of Work, 

Technology, and Labor Struggles, New York, 1979. Available in paperback. 
26 Ernest Sandeen, The Roots of Fundamentalism, Chicago, 1970. Available in paperback, 

Grand Rapids, Michigan, 1978. 
27 George M. Marsden, Fundamentalism and American Culture, New York, 1980. Available 

in paperback. 
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Hutchinson tells the story of the modernist-fundamentalist controversy 
from the perspective of the development of modernist thought by focusing 
on thinkers, theologians, and religious leaders and their works.28 

The most striking manifestation of the cultural conflict was prohibition. 
Prohibition began with the moralizing zeal of a reform movement. Many 
early reformers refused even to consider that they might be the enemies of 
those who drank, especially working class drinkers. The reformers regarded 
these imbibers as victims. James Timberlake's study, Prohibition and the 
Progressive Movement, places the drive for prohibition within the larger 
movement for social and political reform in the first two decades of the 
twentieth century.29 Timberlake's sympathetic account of the movement 
surveys the medical, political, economic, and social arguments for 
temperance. In the process, however, he misses the cultural insensitivity of 
those who sought to deny wine with a meal or a beer after work to people 
who regarded such consumption as an important part of their culture. A 
similar perspective is available in a readable, inexpensive paperback by 
Norman Clarke, titled Deliver Us From Evil.™ 

Perhaps in response to the more favourable treatment given prohibi-
tionists by people like Clarke and Timberlake, several recent studies have 
focused on the defects of the great experiment. Larry Engleman's highly 
anecdotal and readable account of prohibition in Michigan pays particular 
attention to the problems of law enforcement it created." By outlawing 
liquor, it generated mass defiance of the law and a corresponding over-
zealousness of law enforcement agencies. Frightful violations of the con-
stitutional protection against unreasonable searches and seizures, accom-
panied by woundings of civilians, brought prohibition into disrepute. 
Engleman concludes that by 1933 it was obvious to all but a few that it was 
not worth the effort. Still more critical of the prohibition experiment is 
Sean Dennis Cashman's Prohibition: The Lie of the Land.32 Cashman em-
phasizes the relationship between prohibition and crime and corruption. He 
argues that the low pay for customs officials and border patrolmen made 
them easy targets for bribes. His essay on organized crime is one of the 
strongest parts of the book. He places it in the context of immigrant society 
and deals with its role in the acculturation of recent immigrants. Pro-
hibition did not create the Chicago underworld, but it certainly raised the 
stakes.33 

28 William R. Hutchinson, The Modernist Impulse in American Protestantism, Cambridge, 
Massachusetts, 1976. Paperback edition, New York, 1982. 

29 James Timberlake, Prohibition and the Progressive Movement, Cambridge, 
Massachusetts, 1963. See also Andrew Sinclair, Prohibition: The Era of Excess, Boston, 1962. 

30 Norman H. Clarke, Deliver Us From Evil, New York, 1976. Available in paperback. 
31 Larry Engleman, Intemperance: The Lost War, New York, 1979. 
32 Sean Dennis Cashman, Prohibition: The Lie of the Land, New York, 1981. Hardcover 

only. 
33 There are several good studies dealing with crime. See Joseph L. Albini, The American 

Mafia: The Genesis of a Legend, New York, 1971, and the work of Humbert S. Nelli, a serious 
social historian: Italians in Chicago, 1880-1936: A Study of Ethnic Mobility, New York, 1970, 
and The Business of Crime in the U.S., New York, 1976. 
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No treatment of the twenties should exclude nativism. Progressivism 
had an ugly side, and it was easy for the reform impulse to 'Americanize' 
the immigrants to become hostile to immigrant culture. During the war, the 
quest for total loyalty and total conformity led to a demand for 'One Hun-
dred Per Cent Americanism'. The turbulent years after the war proved a 
fertile ground for the growth of nativism. John Higham's Strangers in the 
Land is the classic work on nativism.34 One manifestation of the nativist im-
pulse was the rise of the Ku Klux Klan, which has received extensive atten-
tion at the hands of David Chalmers.35 

Of course, not all Americans, or even a significant minority, belonged to 
the KKK. The young people of the twenties were far more interested in rac-
coon coats, the Charleston, dating, and petting. As Paula Fass wrote in The 
Damned and the Beautiful, 'Youth suddenly became a social problem in the 
1920s'.36 Fass attempts to focus on the complex social problem of the era, 
the 'knotty process by which Americans adjusted to change'.37 She locates 
the beginning of modern society in the twenties, a decade which saw the 
working out of the struggle between traditional and modern modes of 
thought. In that context, it makes sense to focus on young people, because 
they were in the forefront of the adjustment to a new society. The rebellion 
of youth constituted a significant chapter in the process of cultural 
adjustment. 

A decade of great cultural ferment, the twenties produced an outpouring 
of literature unequalled in American, or perhaps any other, history. Young 
writers rejected their society and tradition and adopted the belief that the 
only worthwhile values were to be found in the individual and his ex-
perience. This attitude was very much a reaction to the first World War, the 
experience that formed them into a generation. The horror of trench war-
fare and the recognition of the repressive nature of the allied governments 
created a reaction against soaring Wilsonian rhetoric and grand causes. Led 
by E. E. Cummings, John Dos Passos, and Ernest Hemingway, young 
writers created a new vocabulary, one made up of simple language and 
'concrete words'. The best way to expose students to the ideas of these 
writers is to let them read the authors' works. Hemingway's A Farewell to 
Arms is perhaps the most forceful expression of everything that made the 
writers of the twenties a recognizable group. In Our Time, an experimental 
novel disguised as a collection of short stories, provides another example of 
Hemingway's powerful prose, and it has the added advantage of allowing 

34 John Higham, Strangers in the Land, New Brunswick, New Jersey, 1955. Available in 
paperback, New York, 1973. See also Stanley Coben, 'The Failure of the Melting Pot' , in The 
Great Fear: Race in the Mind of America, ed. Gary B. Nash and Richard Weiss, New York, 
1970. 
35 David M. Chalmers, Hooded Americanism, New York, 1965. 
36 Paula S. Fass, The Damned and the Beautiful, New York, 1977, p. 1. Available in paper-

back. See also the classic study of Robert S. Lynd and Helen M. Lynd, Middletown, New 
York, 1929, 1956. Also in paperback. 

37 Fass, The Damned and the Beautiful, p.4. 
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teachers to set individual stories. Rather than trying to explain the disillu-
sion of the young men who fought World War I, simply have students read 
'Big Two-Hearted River'. Another possibility is Cummings's Enormous 
Room, a fictionalized version of the story of his imprisonment by the 
French for nothing more than being a friend of William Slater Brown, who 
wrote a letter to Emma Goldman describing the disillusion of the French 
army. If poetry seems more appropriate, Ezra Pound's 'Hugh Selwyn 
Mauberly' expresses the concerns of the 'Lost Generation' and is more 
accessible than T. S. Eliot's The Waste Land. 

Black contributions to the cultural vibrancy of the twenties should not 
go unmentioned. Fortunately, there is an excellent study of the Harlem 
Renaissance by Nathan Huggins.38 In spite of Huggins's formidable work, 
nothing can replace the experience of reading Alain Locke, the gentle 
Rhodes scholar and professor of philosophy at Howard University whom 
many regard as the father of the Harlem Renaissance. His book, The New 
Negro, will be a revelation to those who have not read it. To give students 
some feeling for the black poets, have them sample the work of Langston 
Hughes, Countee Cullen, or the more militant Claude Mckay.3' 

The foreign policy of the twenties is another area in which traditional 
perceptions have been altered drastically in the last two decades. For years 
after World War II, the title of every textbook's chapter on foreign policy in 
the twenties included the word 'isolation'. This perspective held unchal-
lenged sway until the mid-1960s. Since then, it has been all but obliterated. 
The attack began in 1959, with the publication of William Appleman 
Williams's The Tragedy of American Diplomacy.*0 Williams called his 
chapter on the twenties 'The Legend of Isolationism'. In it, he argued that 
American businessmen and makers of foreign policy busily engaged in ex-
panding American economic power and influence in the world throughout 
the decade. In doing so, they inevitably involved themselves with, and inter-
vened in, the affairs of other nations. For Williams, the key to American 
foreign policy lay in the need to find markets for exports. America's produc-
tive capacity outstripped its ability to consume the goods it made. Unless it 
could export the surplus, the United States faced the prospect of economic 
depression and resulting social unrest. The same themes, stated more 
forcefully and succinctly, may be found in an article Williams published in 
Science and Society.** Joan Hoff Wilson has suggested replacing the term 
'isolationism' with the more accurate description, 'independent inter-
nationalism'.42 While the United States rejected collective security, preferr-

38 Nathan I. Huggins, The Harlem Renaissance, New York, 1971. Available in paperback. 
39 Hughes, 'The Negro Speaks of Rivers', 'Dream Variation'; Cullen, 'Yet I Do Marvel', 

'Heritage'; and McKay, 'Home to Harlem' and 'Banjo'. 
40 William Appleman Williams, The Tragedy of American Diplomacy, New York, 1959, 

1972. Available in paperback. 
41 William Appleman Williams, 'The Legend of Isolationism in the 1920s', Science and 

Society, XVIII (Winter 1954), pp. 1-20. 
42 Joan Hoff Wilson, American Business and Foreign Policy, 1920-1933, Lexington, Ken-

tucky, 1971. Available in paperback, Boston, 1973. 
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ing to chart its own course, elements of internationalism continued to hold a 
prominent place in foreign policy. 

Perhaps the area in which historical writing has undergone the greatest 
change is the treatment of Herbert Hoover. There has been a virtual revolu-
tion in scholarly approaches to his presidency. After his humiliation at the 
polls in 1932, Hoover received harsh treatment in historical accounts. 
Disillusioned with New Deal liberalism, which had led to riots in the cities 
and an unpopular war in Vietnam, young radical historians in the 1960s re-
jected the dominant liberal tradition and examined the past with a new 
perspective. They found much to admire in Hoover, especially in his 
ideology, which stressed liberty, voluntarism, and cooperation. Joan Hoff 
Wilson led the way in 1975 with a brief, but excellent, biography called 
Herbert Hoover: Forgotten Progressive.'1 Wilson regards Hoover as a 
'transitional figure in a postwar decade of flux', who 'tried to chart a new 
middle course — between obsolete laissez-faire economics and monopoly 
capitalism'.4'' There has been a virtual flood of books on Hoover in the last 
five years, most of which follow the general lines or refine the interpreta-
tions pioneered by Wilson.45 Many are available only in hard cover, and 
most are far more detailed than is necessary for seventh form. Teachers 
may want to sample the literature, but Wilson remains the best bet for use 
in class. 

Historical perceptions of Franklin Roosevelt and the New Deal have 
changed at least as dramatically as those of the political leaders of the twen-
ties. When, in the 1960s, younger radical historians called into question the 
principles of modern American liberalism, they began to examine far more 
critically its founder and his domestic programme. Barton Bernstein and a 
host of others challenged, indeed shattered, the comfortable image of a 
benevolent New Deal. Stressing both the inadequacy of its programmes and 
the danger of the increasingly powerful, and potentially repressive, state it 
created, the New Left engaged in a running battle with liberal defenders of 
the New Deal. The New Left no longer enjoys the vogue it did fifteen years 
ago; nevertheless, all but the most mindless defenders of the Roosevelt 
tradition have acknowledged some points made by the radical historians 
and have incorporated these into their own work. Most notable among 
these is Frank Freidel.46 Few indeed are the remaining uncritical apologists 
for the New Deal. Among these, however, is Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., whose 
work occupies such a dominant place in the prescribed reading list. To 

43 Joan Hoff Wilson, Herbert Hoover: Forgotten Progressive, Boston, 1975. Available in 
paperback. 
44 ibid., p.274. 
45 See David Burner, Herbert Hoover: A PublicLife, New York, 1979; George H. Nash, The 

Life of Herbert Hoover: The Engineer, 1874-1914, New York, 1983; and Gary Dean Best, 
Herbert Hoover: The Postpresidential Years, Stanford, California, 1983, 2 vols. 
46 Frank Freidel, Franklin D. Roosevelt: The Apprenticeship; Franklin D. Roosevelt: The 

Ordeal; Franklin D. Roosevelt: The Triumph; Franklin D. Roosevelt: Launching The New 
Deal, Boston, 1952-1973. 
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serious scholars, Schlesinger's death grip on his hero-worship of Roosevelt 
has become something of a joke. 

William Leuchtenburg's Franklin D. Roosevelt and the New Deal is 
probably used in more classrooms than any other work.47 In spite of its ad-
vanced age, it remains a satisfactory one-volume account. If, however, 
teachers continue to use Leuchtenburg, they should balance it with oppos-
ing viewpoints. An excellent article with which to balance the traditional ac-
count is Barton Bernstein's often anthologized 'The new Deal: The Conser-
vative Achievements of Liberal Reform'.48 Bernstein argues that the New 
Deal buttressed the existing social order and that its moderate reforms 
preserved the system of corporate capitalism and its inequities. The failings 
of the New Deal resulted not so much from conservative opposition, but 
from its own lack of vision and the failure of its ideology. Perhaps his most 
telling criticism is of the broker state, in which Roosevelt acted as a broker 
between various organized interest groups and in that capacity brought 
potentially dangerous groups into the system. While new groups were given 
a voice, those without significant power with which to broker were 
neglected. 

David Kyvig's collection of essays, FDR's America, offers teachers 
another possible supplement to the traditional narratives already in use.4' A 
collection of primary documents and essays by participants and observers, 
it contains helpful introductory essays by leading historians. The introduc-
tions are rather longer and more useful than the normal introductory squib 
in such collections. The variety of views presented and the detailed in-
troductions make this an excellent supplement to accounts in Leuchtenburg 
or Smith and Siracusa. 

There are endless studies, memoirs, and monographs to which teachers 
can turn for additional information on the New Deal. Monographs on New 
Deal agencies are beginning to appear in great numbers, and focusing on a 
particular agency or programme is one good way to get a handle on confus-
ing and often contradictory New Deal policies.50 Demonstrating the New 
Deal's principle of counter-organization (of encouraging new groups to 
organize and compete for power), established labour unions gained ground 
during the thirties. The story of work and workers is told in several compe-
tent studies: Irving Bernstein's The Turbulent Years, David Brody's 

47 William Leuchtenburg, Franklin D. Roosevelt and the New Deal, 1932-1940, New York, 
1963. 
48 Barton J. Bernstein, 'The New Deal: The Conservative Achievements of Liberal Reform', 

in Barton Bernstein, ed., Towards a New Past: Dissenting Essays in American History, New 
York, 1967, 1968. Available in paperback. 
49 David F. Kyvig, FDR's America, St. Charles, Missouri, 1976. Available in paperback. 

Another exceptionally good collection is David Shannon, The Great Depression, Englewood 
Cliffs, New Jersey, 1960. 

50 Two of the best are Thomas K. McCraw, The TVA and the Power Fight, 1933-1939, 
Philadelphia, 1971, and Ellis Hawley, The New Deal and the Problem of Monopoly, 
Princeton, 1966. Both are available in paperback. 
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Workers in Industrial America, and David Milton's The Politics of U.S. 
Labor." 

His dominance of the nation's political life makes the personality of 
Franklin Roosevelt central to the study of the New Deal. Despite a truly 
staggering amount of literature on Roosevelt, his personality remains 
something of an enigma. Roosevelt left no diaries and confided in no one. 
This has not stopped two generations of historians from attempting to 
unlock the riddle that is Franklin Roosevelt. James M. Burns's two 
volumes are the most complete work to date.52 The first volume deals 
primarily with domestic events, while the second turns its attention to 
Roosevelt's foreign policy and World War II. Without doubt, the best 
work on Roosevelt is Freidel's magisterial multi-volume biography. The 
first three volumes provide the definitive account of Roosevelt's years 
before becoming president. The fourth volume is more than a biography. It 
is a model for the life and times mode of historical writing and includes a 
comprehensive political history of the early days of the New Deal. 
Although far too long to set as required reading, it is an outstanding 
resource for teachers and students. 

Just as the twenties do not consist only of the Republican presidents and 
their policies, so, too, the thirties encompass more than Franklin Roosevelt 
and his New Deal. The Great Depression had a devastating impact on many 
Americans. James Agee and Walker Evans combined to produce Let Us 
Now Praise Famous Men, a powerful account in words and pictures of the 
lives of tenant farmers in Alabama.53 The book may be too long to use in its 
entirety, but parts can easily be excerpted. Probably more suitable for 
seventh form teachers is Milton Meltzer's book, Brother Can You Spare a 
Dime.** Brief and available in a very inexpensive paperback, it attempts to 
capture the essence of American life in the thirties. Meltzer uses 
photographs, popular songs, and personal accounts to breathe life into the 
depression era. The book is concerned with people and popular percep-
tions; political leaders appear only as peripheral characters. 

Crises such as the Great Depression inevitably produce extreme 
responses. From the beginning, the New Deal faced critics from the extreme 
left and right. What is striking about Roosevelt's programme, however, is 
not how much criticism it evoked, but how little. The failure of the left or 
right to mount a successful movement is due, at least in part, to Roosevelt's 
skill as a politician. It also reflects the degree to which most Americans ac-

51 Irving Bernstein, The Turbulent Years: A History of the American Worker, 1933-1941, 
Boston, 1970; David Brody, Workers in Industrial America, New York, 1980; and David 
Milton, The Politics of U.S. Labor: From the Great Depression to the New Deal, New York, 
1980. 
52 James M. Burns, Roosevelt: The Lion and the Fox, New York, 1965, and Roosevelt: The 
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53 James Agee and Walker Evans, Let Us Now Praise Famous Men, New York, 1941, 1960. 
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54 Milton Meltzer, Brother Can You Spare a Dime, New York, 1969. 



176 MICHAEL S. MAYER 

cepted their social and economic system. Yet if America produced no 
Mussolini or Hitler, the thirties did see the emergence of several significant 
dissident leaders. Among these, three names stand out, Father Coughlin, 
Francis Townsend, and Huey Long. Coughlin and Townsend have both 
been the subjects of scholarly attention.55 However, Long stands out as the 
most significant of all the radicals of the thirties and the subject of the best 
book as well, T. Harry Williams's masterful Huey Long.56 Despite its 
intimidating length, this brilliant work reads like a novel. For those who 
remain daunted by its bulk, the essential argument can be found in an 
article published in 1960; but those who take the trouble to read the book 
will be well rewarded.57 

The twenties produced great literature; in the thirties, intellectuals 
turned more and more to politics. Richard Pells has written a formidable 
study of intellectual trends in the thirties.58 His extensive treatment covers 
social, economic, and political thought, literary theory and criticism, 
fiction, and films. Pells finds an underlying conservatism that pervaded the 
radical political thought of the decade. Far less impressive than Pells is 
Robert Crunden's From Self to Society, although its time span is more 
inclusive.59 

The general contours of American foreign policy in the 1930s receive 
adequate treatment at the hands of Robert Dallek in Franklin D. Roosevelt 
and American Foreign Policy, 1932-1945.60 For a revisionist assessment, 
consult Lloyd Gardner's Economic Aspects of New Deal Diplomacy, which 
attempts to shift the focus away from Roosevelt's personal impact and 
towards the continuities with the policies of earlier administrations." 
Gardner places special emphasis on the importance of exports and the ex-
pansion of trade. Robert A. Divine's The Reluctant Belligerent: American 
Entry into World War II provides a brief and useful account of the 

55 See Sheldon Marcus, Father Coughlin: The Tumultuous Life of the Priest of the Little 
Flower, Boston, 1973; James P. Shenton, 'Fascism and Father Coughlin', Wisconsin 
Magazine of History, XLIV(1960), pp.1 ff; James J. Tull, Father Coughlin and the New Deal, 
Syracuse, New York, 1965; Abraham Holzman, The Townsend Movement, Boston, 1963; and 
Alan Brinkley, Voices of Protest: Huey Long, Father Coughlin, and the Great Depression, 
New York, 1982. Brinkley is available in paperback. 

56 T. Harry Williams, Huey Long, New York, 1969. Available in paperback, New York, 
1981. 
57 T. Harry Williams, 'The Gentleman from Louisiana: Demagogue or Democrat', Journal 

of Southern History, XXVI (February 1960), pp.3-21. For more on Long, see Schlesinger, 
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diplomacy and events leading to the American entry into World War II.62 

Divine stresses the power of isolationist sentiment and the hesitancy of 
American foreign policy. He is critical of the Roosevelt administration for 
reacting to events rather than attempting to shape them, a failing which he 
argues nearly allowed the Axis powers to achieve victory. All told, however, 
there has been comparatively little debate over the Second World War in 
Europe; it is difficult, especially for radicals, to make a case for Hitler.63 

The war with Japan, however, is a different matter, and it provides 
much more fertile ground for differing historical interpretations. On the 
twentieth anniversary of Pearl Harbor, Japanese and American historians 
got together and wrote a series of essays about the conflict between the two 
countries. Significantly, all the American historians began their accounts in 
the 1930s, usually with the Mukden incident or the Japanese invasion of 
Manchuria. In contrast, all of the Japanese writers began their analyses in 
the 1920s. That difference reflects a core of misunderstanding which has 
become the focus of historical debate. Until the 1960s, most American 
historians contented themselves with treating Japan as an aggressor, which 
the United States had no choice but to meet.64 The first departure from this 
orthodoxy was the so-called realist school. The realists criticized the 
Roosevelt administration for abandoning limited, attainable goals, dictated 
by America's strategic interests (separating Japan from the Axis and 
halting Japan's advance to the South), at the moment their achievement 
was in sight. Inspired by moral idealism, the United States sacrificed these 
goals in a misguided attempt to achieve the liberation of China, which was 
neither essential to American strategic interests nor capable of achievement 
without war.65 

The most astute student of the coming of war between Japan and the 
United States is Akira Iriye.66 He sees the twenties as a period in which the 
'diplomacy of imperialism as a mechanism of power politics' collapsed, 
and countries with vested interests in the East searched for a new order to 
replace it. The Washington Conference attempted to replace the imperial 
method of maintaining the balance of power with a series of multilateral 
pacts, but the Washington Conference system failed to protect Japanese in-

62 Robert A. Divine, The Reluctant Belligerent: American Entry into World War II, New 
York, 1965. 

63 For a dissenting perspective, see Bruce M. Russett, No Clear and Present Danger: A Skep-
tical View of the U.S. Entry into World War II, New York, 1972. Available in paperback. See 
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64 See, for example, Herbert Feis, The Road to Pearl Harbor, Princeton, 1950. 
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terests. In response, Japan resorted to the old method of imperial 
diplomacy. This failure of the major powers to develop a workable 
framework of international relations to replace the old system of imperial 
power politics provided the setting for the crisis in the East. 

No modern reading list should ignore black Americans. Teachers should 
be aware that the last 25 years have seen the accumulation of a vast and rich 
body of literature dealing with the experience of blacks. There are several 
good histories of black Americans. Among the best are John Hope 
Franklin's From Slavery to Freedom, now in its fifth edition, and The 
Making of Black America, edited by August Meier and E. M. Rudwick.67 

Perhaps even more useful for schools is Benjamin Quarles's, The Negro in 
the Making of America.6* Highly anecdotal and available in a very inexpen-
sive paperback edition, Quarles's chapter, 'From "Normalcy" to New 
Deal', makes the purchase of the book a worthwhile investment for schools 
teaching the American option. 

Much scholarship dealing with blacks in the 1920s focuses on the Harlem 
Renaissance, but there are numerous other approaches to understanding 
black life in the 1920s. One likely possibility is to examine the movement led 
by Marcus Garvey.6' Others would be to examine the special problems 
faced either by blacks who migrated to the North or by black workers.70 

The impact of the depression on blacks and their relationship with the 
New Deal have been subjects of considerable interest to historians. Leslie 
Fishel's important article, 'The Negro in the New Deal Era', argues that 
blacks remained a peripheral concern for the Roosevelt administration.71 In 
deference to southern congressmen, whose support Roosevelt wanted to re-
tain, local customs and laws dominated the running of New Deal agencies 
and programmes. Yet Roosevelt's personality attracted blacks, much as it 
did the rest of the country. According to Fishel, although blacks did benefit 
from New Deal programmes, they gained most from 'psychological' 
gestures. In A New Deal for Blacks, Harvard Sitkoff also acknowledges the 
limited concrete gains for blacks under the New Deal, but takes great pains 

67 John Hope Franklin, From Slavery to Freedom, New York, 1980. August Meier and 
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to point out the mitigating circumstances, such as the larger economic pro-
blems caused by the depression and southern power in Congress." He con-
cludes, however, that the New Deal adopted and advanced the cause of civil 
rights, and the Roosevelt administration's record on racial issues attracted 
blacks to the Democratic party. In contrast, Nancy Weiss, in Farewell to 
the Party of Lincoln, argues that blacks became Democrats in response to 
the economic benefits of the New Deal and voted for Roosevelt in spite of 
the lack of any substantive record on issues relating to race.73 Weiss con-
tends that the New Deal's symbolic gestures helped to draw blacks to the 
Democratic party, but that the political loyalty of blacks was forged by the 
depression. 

Women constitute yet another group almost completely ignored by the 
existing reading list. As the 1920s dawned, women had won suffrage; but 
new issues emerged, and older ones demanded greater attention. Through-
out the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, one could find ad-
vocates of contraception only among radical reformers. By the 1920s, 
however, the leader of the birth control movement, Margaret Sanger, had 
written several books, opened clinics, and made great strides towards win-
ning approval from the medical profession. In 1921, she founded the 
American Birth Control League.74 The interwar era saw other dramatic 
changes in the lives of women. Feminist political activism declined; but 
more women became economically independent, and women expanded 
their areas of economic activity. Ideas about marriage underwent a signifi-
cant transformation, and technology transformed the nature of house-
work. The Great Depression disrupted family life and had a profound im-
pact on women as wage earners. Fortunately, there are several good studies 
of American women which cover these vast and complex issues and reduce 
them to manageable form. The most comprehensive is Nancy Woloch, 
Women and the American Experience.1' Briefer, and perhaps more suitable 
for use in seventh form classes, is Mary P. Ryan, Womanhood in 
America.16 

Much has been written about the 'New Woman' of the 1920s, but there 
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was no single 'New Woman'. With her aura of independence and her 
assumption of privileges once reserved for men (such as sexuality, smoking 
in public, and public discussion of politics and sex), the flapper represented 
a demand for equality. Yet the co-ed on a university campus with her hopes 
of marriage, the modern housewife and consumer, the new professional 
and business women who attempted to integrate marriage and a career, and 
the post-suffrage feminist all represented facets of the New Woman. 
Although feminist activism declined significantly after the mid-1920s, 
economic independence became the new frontier which women pioneered. 
Not only did more women work, but the nature of work in which these 
women were engaged changed significantly; fewer women found employ-
ment as domestics, farm labourers, and unskilled factory operatives. In-
creasing numbers entered the workforce in clerical jobs, and educated 
women began to enter the professions in growing numbers. These changes 
are well chronicled in William H. Chafe, The American Woman: Her 
Changing Social, Economic, and Political Roles, 1920-1970,77 

Other changes had similarly far-reaching effects. A romantic and sexual 
union between husband and wife replaced the family as the primary focus 
of the ideal marriage. The advent of electrical appliances to aid with house-
work had a profound impact on the lives of women. The decline of house-
hold service and the replacement of maids with various sorts of machines 
fundamentally altered the task of running a household for middle-class 

• women in the twenties. Prepared foods joined with electrical appliances to 
make the central function of a modern housewife that of a consumer.78 

The depression greatly influenced the economic and social situation of 
women. With unemployment at alarmingly high levels, pressure grew for 
women to return to the home and leave the available jobs for male 'bread-
winners'. The pervasive cultural assumption was that women worked for 
'pin-money', and that by occupying a job they deprived a family of an in-
come. At the same time, however, the desperate plight of many families 
forced women to leave the home and search for work; during the depres-
sion, the number of women in the workforce actually increased. Economic 
hard times strained relations within families. Unemployed fathers, brought 
up with social expectations to provide for their families, felt deeply asham-
ed when they were unable to do so. With the wife often out of the home and 
earning the family's income, changes in family structure became inevitable. 
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In many families, the focus of authority shifted perceptibly towards the 
woman of the house. Lack of money meant less opportunity for outside 
recreation, which in turn meant that family members had to spend more 
time together. For a well-adjusted family, this might have proved nothing 
more than a minor inconvenience; but for those already under stress from 
unemployment and changing roles, and who were more likely to live in 
crowded conditions (especially traumatic for those who had recently been 
forced to move to much smaller accommodations), it could create serious 
problems. 

The numbers of marriages decreased, as people postponed or aban-
doned hopes, and the birth rate declined as married couples postponed hav-
ing children and fewer people married in the first place. Oddly enough, the 
divorce rate also dropped. Perhaps it was a simple matter of inability to 
afford a divorce, or perhaps people decided that they could better face the 
enormous problems confronting them together.79 

While the seventh form syllabus emphasizes traditional political and 
diplomatic history, there is scope within its prescription for the inclusion of 
social, cultural, and intellectual history. At least as important, there is more 
than sufficient scope to incorporate blacks, women, workers, and other 
groups into the way the topic is taught. Fortunately, the gazetted reading 
list is in no way compulsory. The fact that it reduces the interwar period to a 
series of legislative enactments, political squabbles, issues of economic 
policy, and diplomatic crises is no reason to ignore the rich and varied 
texture of American life in an important and exciting era. The need is espe-
cially urgent, since only by incorporating such exciting new scholarship can 
we hope to rekindle interest in history in the schools. This message should 
be familiar to those who teach the American option. In another time and in 
another context, Franklin D. Roosevelt said much the same thing. 

To preserve we had to reform. Wise and prudent men — intelligent conservatives — 
have long known that in a changing world worthy institutions can be conserved only 
by adjusting them to the changing time. In the words of the great essayist, 'The voice 
of events is proclaiming to us, "Reform if you would preserve'". I am that kind of 
conservative. 

MICHAEL S. MAYER 
University of Auckland 
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