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a decade, he said, ‘the radio and the movie nationalized American popular
culture.” The phrase ‘mass media’ had entered the national vocabulary.

The social impact of cinema

Movies were the most popular form of mass entertainment. By 1920, 50 million
Americans were going to the movies each year — roughly half the population. By
1930, it was nearly 100 million. Young Americans were the keenest moviegoers
of all.

In the early twentieth century, movies focused on social problems, but by the
1920s the big Hollywood studios such as Fox and Warner Brothers dominated
moviemaking and focused more on fantasies of romance, consumerism and
social harmony. Such themes appealed to those who sought escape from the
recent war, flu pandemic, strikes and Red Scare.

A New York Times reporter noted in 1923 that what audiences see “is partly a
reflection of what they are. And what they are is no less influenced by what they
see.” Cinema impacted upon society in several ways:

1 Americans traditionally had celebrities but in the 1920s celebrities became an
obsession. They reminded other Americans that the American Dream was
alive and well — impoverished individuals such as Italian immigrant Rudolph
Valentino could gain fame and fortune as a movie star. Hollywood studio
publicists and movie magazines ensured Americans learned all about their
favourite movie stars and advertisers encouraged audiences to purchase the
styles and objects the stars displayed. Movies thereby influenced fashion and
consumerism.

2 Movies affirmed and shaped viewpoints about poverty, labour and gender.
In 1918, J. Edgar Hoover assigned agents to monitor radicals who made
movies about class conflict. Labour union records and newspapers frequently
reported how such movies inspired workers to strike or join unions or radical
movements. During the 1920s, more middle- and upper-class Americans
went to the movies, so movies became more socially conservative: one labour
weekly complained that movies constantly told moviegoers ‘that you must
be content to be poor and not kick about it’. Many movies demonstrated
how women who favoured careers over homemaking ended up unhappy, for
example, This Freedom (1924).

3 Many older Americans were convinced that movies corrupted younger
Americans: on-screen, the ‘flapper films’ of stars such as Clara Bow featured
economically independent women with liberated lifestyles; off-screen,
the private lives of some Hollywood stars were scandalous. Middle- and
working-class women in Middletown felt their daughters were increasingly
‘forward” and that this owed much to the influence of the movies.

@™ KEYFIGURE |

J. Edgar Hoover
(1895-1972)

After a decade investigating
political radicals for the federal
government, he was
appointed director of the
newly established Federal
Bureau of Investigation (FBI)
in 1935. He targeted
gangsters in the 1930s and
Communists after the Second
World War until his death in
1972. After that, his abuse of
power in the hunting down of
radicals was much criticised.
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Movie-Made Children (1933) articulated the growing belief of moralists that the
code was not working and Hollywood was corrupting American youth. In his
1929 autobiography, Father Daniel Lord wrote how he had been overwhelmed
by the 1915 movie Birth of a Nation and had left the movie theatre convinced

he had seen a new medium of communication sufficiently powerful to ‘change
our whole attitude toward life, civilization, and established customs’. Lord said
that movies were ‘entertainment for the multitudes’ so they had a ‘special moral
responsibility’. He was influential in the establishment of the Legion of Decency,
which boasted 7 million members by late 1933.

The social impact of popular music and radio

America’s first radio station was Station KDKA of Pittsburgh, established in
1920. Statistics demonstrate radio’s capacity to make a dramatic social impact:

o By December 1922, there were 508 licensed radio stations.

e In 1920, one out of every 500 homes had a radio. By 1930, roughly half the
population had radios and the average family kept its radio on an average of
3.9 hours daily.

e In 1927, one third of the money Americans spent on household furniture
went on radios, which were usually housed in large, expensive cabinets.

e 50 million listened to the 1927 Dempsey-Tunney boxing match (reports
claimed at least 10 radio listeners dropped dead from heart attacks in the

seventh round).

As radios were the cheapest form of entertainment, they became even more
popular during the Depression era of the 1930s — the “Golden Age’ of radio.

The impact of radio could be seen in several ways:

1 Radio stations needed to raise money to fund their programmes, so they
accepted advertisements. In 1929, Pepsodent toothpaste sponsored the
comedy Armos ‘n’ Andy on NBC. It attracted 40 million listeners and sales of
the toothpaste rocketed. Radio advertisements were important promoters
of consumerism. They convinced many Americans that purchasing the
advertised product constituted progress towards attainment of the American
Dream.

2 TRadio could create celebrities, either alone or in conjunction with other media.
Babe Ruth’s spectacular baseball career coincided with the growth of radio,
movies, tabloids and fan magazines. The media made Ruth-a superstar.

3 The rise of national networks such as the National Broadcasting Corporation
(NBC), established in 1926, helped erode the insularity of local communities
(especially in rural areas) and homogenise American popular culture. Radio
also reinforced popular stereotypes — there were plenty of ‘homemaker’
shows and Amos ‘n’ Andy depicted black Americans as stupid.

4 Radio was a medium through which speakers could wield influence. From
1930, millions across the nation listened to “Radio Priest” Father Charles
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‘Jazz journalism’” and minority newspapers

Tabloid newspapers sprang up after the First World War. They focused on
photographs and were aimed at audiences with low-level reading skills, unlike
traditional newspapers such as the New York Times and the Herald Tribune.
Their ‘Jazz journalism’ focused upon bootleggers, speakeasies, movie stars,
bathing beauties and scandalous tales of the rich and famous. Jazz journalism
made celebrities out of gangsters such as Bonnie and Clyde.

The influence of newspapers was well illustrated by black newspapers such
as the Chicago Defender, which encouraged the Great Migration. Ethnic
newspapers maintained a sense of cultural identity amongst minorities,
although studies have suggested that most foreign language publications
served to help immigrants to adjust to American life.

Summary diagram: Society and culture in change, 1917-33

in politics popular entertainment

Women Popular culture and news
CHANGE UNCHANGED GOOD INFLUENCE? BAD INFLUENCE?
Got the vote Less interested than men Movies — good and Corrupted society so

increased censorship

Radio — popular and
good entertainment

More worked Lower pay, fewer opportunities,

‘should stay at home’

Purveyed popular
culture (not intellectual)
and consumerism

Housework less
onerous

Not everyone could afford all
the new appliances Decreased regionalism

and insularity

Homogenised culture —
boring?

Only a minority were flappers
and still much conservatism

Flappers and more
social freedom

Arguments against immigrants

Ghettos — disease, crime, un-American
Encourage corrupt politicians

Not Protestanis

Lack democratic traditions

Take jobs

Inclined to Communism and anarchism
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Legislation restricting immigration — 1917, 1918, 1921, 1924, 1929




