
Text 2: Modern culture 

No consumer product better typified the new spirit of the 

nation than the automobile. At first, automobiles were 

expensive conveniences, affordable only to the extremely 

wealthy; then, Henry Ford perfected the assembly line 

and mass production, which lowered the cost of 

automobiles. By the end of the decade, most middle-class 

families could afford a car. The automobile allowed those 

who worked in the cities to move farther away from the 

cities centres, thus giving birth to the suburbs, which, in 

turn, transformed the automobile from a convenience to a 

necessity. The impact of the automobile on 1920s was 

tremendous, forcing areas to quickly develop roadways and the means of policing traffic. in 1929, 

with the population topping 100 million in the most recent census, more than 23 million 

automobiles were registered in the US. 

 

The radio followed the automobile in changing the nation’s 

culture. Ten million families owned radios, and in the cities was 

not unusual for several families to gather at home of a radio owner 

and settle in for the evening. As more houses gained the access to 

electric power, household appliance sales boomed as well.  

 

The advertising industry grew up during the decade to hype all 

these new products. Although the advertisement from that era look 

pretty goofy to us now, they were quite effective and convincing 

people to buy stuff they did not really need (not too different from 

today!). 
 
All this consumerism required money, and as single-earner 
households often couldn't afford to "keep us with the 
Joneses" (that means "to try to own all the same things as 
people you know in order to seem as good as them"), more 
women entered the working world. While the vast majority 
of married women continued to stay at home, more than 
ever - about 15 percent - entered the work force. Women 
continued, as they had in the past, to work in 
predominantly female-dominated professions (often called 
"pink collar jobs"), such as school teaching or office-assistant 
work, and to earn much less than men. 
 
Despite the persistence of traditional roles for women, a 
new image of American women emerged and became a 
symbol of the roaring Twenties - the flapper. World War I, 
the allure of "big city", the right to vote, and new attitudes 
brought about the ideas of Sigmund Freud (whose ideas 
were just beginning to circulate in the US during the 1920s) 
opened up a whole new world for this generation of 
emancipated women. They discarded the corset, layers of 

petticoats and long, dark dresses worn by their Victorian grandmothers, in favour of waist 



less dresses worn above the knee, flesh-coloured silk stockings (brought back from Paris), 
cute little hats, strings of long beads, a wrist full of bracelets, and ruby-red lips. Many 
flappers risked ruining their reputation by smoking cigarettes; drinking in public (despite 
Prohibition); and dancing the tango, the lindy, and the shimmy! 
 

The rapid modernization of American society was 
reflected in the way of entertained itself. Movies grew 
tremendously popular during the decade, reflecting back 
at the nation its idealized self-image; on movie screens, 
young, independent-minded, gorgeous heroes and 
heroines defied all odds to succeed in romance and - at 
the same time - strike it rich. Sport grew more popular as 
well, especially baseball, whose greatest player of the 

era, Babe Ruth, was idolized by millions. In literature America gained international 
prominence through such world class authors as F. Scottt Fitzgerald, Ernest Hemingway, 
and playwright Eugene O'Neill. Ironically, many of these writers moved to Europe, where 
they chronicled their alienation from the modern era, which explains why they came to be 
known as the lost generation. 
 
In the largest black neighbourhood of New York City, theatres, cultural clubs, and 
newspaper sprang up a development called Harlem Renaissance. W.E.B. Du Bois opened 
writers' centres, and his prominence helped draw attention to Harlem's cultural 
movement. Among the great figures of the Harlem Renaissance were the poets Langston 
Hughes, Countee Cullen and Zora Neale Hurston. Another major black cultural 
development was the popularization of jazz. Because jazz featured improvisation and free-
spiritedness, it came to be seen emblematic of the era (which is how the decade came to be 
known as Jazz Age). Probably the most popular and most gifted of the era's jazz musicians 
was trumpeter Louis Armstrong. 
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