
Text 3: Backlash against Modern Culture 
 
Not all Americans were excited about the 
rapid transition into modern age, and the 
1920s were also a time of considerable 
reactionary backlash and renewed nativism (a 
socio-political policy, especially in the United 
States in the 1800s, favouring the interests of 
established inhabitants over those of 
immigrants). Most prominently, the Ku Klux 
Klan grew to more than 5 millions members 

and widened its target, attacking blacks, Jews, urbanites, and anyone whose behaviour 
deviated from the Klan's narrowly defined code of acceptable Christian behaviour. 
 

Anti-immigration groups grew in strength as 
well, targeting the growing numbers of 
Southern and Eastern European immigrants. 
Accusation that America's newcomers were 
dangerous subversives intensified when two 
Italian immigrant anarchists, Sacco and 
Vanzetti, were arrested on charges on murder. 
(Their trial immediately became a cause 

célèbre for the political left, as the evidence against them was inconclusive. Nonetheless, 
they were convicted and executed.). At the start of decade, the United States started 
setting limits and quotas to restrict immigration. The Emergency Quota Act of 1924set 
immigration quotas based on national origins and discriminated against the "new 
immigrants" who came from Southern and Eastern Europe. These limits were set to reduce 
"foreign influence" on the country. 

 
Another famous trial also illustrated the societal tensions of the decade. In 1925 Tennessee 
passed a law forbidding teachers to teach the theory of evolution. John Thomas Scopes 
broke that law, and his trial (dubbed The Scopes Monkey Trial) drew national attention, 
because for many it encapsulated the debate over whether to stick with tradition or 
abandon it for progress’s sake. 
Nineteenth century morals played a part in the institution of Prohibition, which banned 
the manufacture, sale, or transport of alcoholic beverages. The Prohibition movement had 



its roots in the reform campaigns of the 1830s and remained a mainstay of women’s 
political agendas untill, on people soon came to resent the government’s intrusion in what 
they considered a private matter. Prohibition was further weakened by effectiveness of 
organized crime in producing and selling liquor, especially in the cities. Open warfare 
between competing gangs and between criminals and law enforcement earned this period 
the title of "gangster era". Prohibition was repealed by the Twenty-first Amendment in 
1933. 

Farmers had prospered during the 
war. But during the 1920s they grew 
more food than was needed. 
Overproduction led to falling prices 
and so falling profits. Foreign 
competition increase during the 
1920s. European agriculture 
recovered from the war. For the first 
time ever the American farm 
population became to shrink. 
As a result some poverty was in 
urban areas, where there were slums 
close to new skyscrapers and where 
immigrants and people from different 

origins and means lived close to pleasure seekers. 
 At the same time problems in agriculture led to rural poverty: in the countryside there 
were small communities, tied to religious affiliation and loyal to puritan roots and values. 
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