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SETTING THE STAGE The horrors of World War I shattered the Enlightenment
belief that progress would continue and reason would prevail. New ideas and patterns
of life developed in the 1920s that changed the way people looked at the world.

Science Challenges Old Ideas
The ideas of two remarkable thinkers became widely known during
this “age of uncertainty.” They were Albert Einstein and Sigmund
Freud. Both had an enormous impact on the 20th century. Einstein
and Freud challenged some of the most deeply rooted ideas that
people held about themselves and their world. They were part of a
scientific revolution as important as that brought about centuries 
earlier by Copernicus and Galileo.

Impact of Einstein’s Theory of Relativity A German-born
physicist, Albert Einstein, offered startling new ideas on space,
time, energy, and matter. He began by tackling a problem that baf-
fled physicists. Scientists had found that light travels at exactly the
same speed no matter what direction it moves in relation to earth.
Earth moves through space, yet its movement did not affect the
speed at which light seemed to travel. This finding seemed to break
the laws of motion and gravity discovered by Isaac Newton. 

In 1905, Einstein theorized that while the speed of light is con-
stant, other things that seem constant, such as space and time, are
not. Space and time can change when measured relative to an object
moving near the speed of light—about 186,000 miles per second.
Since relative motion is the key to Einstein’s idea, it is called the
theory of relativity. Einstein’s ideas had implications not only for
science but for how people viewed the world. Now uncertainty and
relativity replaced Newton’s comforting belief of a world operating
according to absolute laws of motion and gravity.

Influence of Freudian Psychology The ideas of Sigmund
Freud, an Austrian physician, were as revolutionary as Einstein’s.
Freud treated patients with psychological problems. From his expe-
riences, he constructed a theory about the human mind. He believed
that much of human behavior is irrational, or beyond reason. He
called the irrational part of the mind the unconscious. In the uncon-
scious, a number of drives existed, especially pleasure-seeking drives,
of which the conscious mind was unaware. Freud’s theories, first
published in The Interpretation of Dreams (1900), met with opposition, especially his
ideas about the unconscious. His ideas weakened faith in reason. All the same, by the
1920s, Freud’s theories had developed widespread influence.

A. Possible
Answers They
changed the way peo-
ple thought about the
world; they weakened
faith in absolute
truths and reason.

THINK THROUGH HISTORY
A. Recognizing
Effects Why 
were the ideas of
Einstein and Freud
revolutionary?

An Age of Uncertainty1
TERMS & NAMES

• Albert Einstein
• theory of

relativity
• Sigmund Freud
• existentialism
• Friedrich

Nietzsche
• surrealism
• jazz
• Charles

Lindbergh

MAIN IDEA 

The postwar period was one of loss
and uncertainty but also one of
invention, creativity, and new ideas.

WHY IT MATTERS NOW 

Postwar trends in physics, psychiatry,
art, literature, communication, music,
and transportation still affect our lives.

Albert Einstein
1879–1955

Albert Einstein was the greatest
scientific genius since Isaac
Newton. He was thought to be a
slow learner as a child because he
did not talk at the same age as other
children. Later in life, he recalled
that at age two or three he wanted
to speak in sentences. But he did
not want to say sentences aloud
until he was sure he had them right.

As a child, Einstein was quiet,
serious, and solitary. He was also 
a daydreamer who did not impress
his teachers. In this, he was unlike
many geniuses who showed
exceptional ability at an early age.

However, it was at this time 
that Einstein developed a desire to
stay with a question until it was
answered. He later called this his
“flight from wonder.”
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Literature in an Age of Doubt
The brutality of World War I caused philosophers and writers to question accepted
ideas about reason and progress. Disillusioned by the war, many people also feared the
future and expressed doubts about traditional religious beliefs. Some artists and writers
expressed their anxieties by creating unsettling visions of the present and the future.

In 1922, T. S. Eliot, an American poet living in England, wrote
that Western society had lost its spiritual values. He described the
postwar world as a barren “waste land,” drained of hope and faith. In

1924, the Irish poet William Butler Yeats conveyed a
sense of dark times ahead in the poem “The Second
Coming:” “Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold; /
Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world . . .”

Thinkers React to Uncertainties In their search for
meaning in an uncertain world, some thinkers turned to
the philosophy known as existentialism. Leaders of this
movement included the philosophers Jean Paul Sartre
(SAHR•truh) of France and Karl Jaspers of Germany.
Existentialists believed that there is no universal mean-
ing to life. Each person gives his or her own meaning to
life through choices made and actions taken. The exis-

tentialists would have their greatest influence after World War II.
The existentialists had been influenced by the German philoso-

pher Friedrich Nietzsche (NEE•chuh). In the 1880s, Nietzsche
wrote that Western society had put too much stress on such ideas as
reason, democracy, and progress. This stifled actions based on emo-
tion and instinct. As a result, individuality and creativity suffered.
Nietzsche urged a return to the ancient heroic values of pride,
assertiveness, and strength. He wrote that through willpower and
courage, some humans could become supermen. They could rise
above and control the common herd. His ideas attracted growing
attention in the 20th century and had a great impact on politics in
Italy and Germany in the 1920s and 1930s. 

Writers Reflect Society’s Concerns New attitudes also appeared
in literature. The French poet Paul Valéry spoke for many writers of the 1920s when
he described how he felt restless and uneasy:

A  V O I C E  F R O M  T H E  P A S T
We think of what has disappeared, and we are almost destroyed by what has been
destroyed; we do not know what will be born, and we fear the future. . . . Doubt and dis-
order are in us and with us. There is no thinking man, however shrewd or learned he may
be, who can hope to dominate this anxiety, to escape from this impression of darkness. 
PAUL VALÉRY, Variété

The horror of war made a deep impression on many writers. The Czech-born author
Franz Kafka wrote eerie novels like The Trial (1925) and The Castle (1926). His books
featured people crushed in threatening situations they could neither understand nor
escape. He started writing before the war, but much of his work was published after his
death in 1924. It struck a chord among readers in the uneasy postwar years.

Many novels showed the influence of Freud’s theories on the unconscious. The
Irish-born author James Joyce caused a stir with his stream-of-consciousness novel
Ulysses (1922). This lengthy book focused on a single day in the lives of three
Dubliners. Joyce broke with normal sentence structure and vocabulary, trying to mir-
ror the workings of the human mind.

Vocabulary
stream of conscious-
ness: a literary tech-
nique a writer uses to
present a character’s
thoughts and feelings
as they develop.

796 Chapter 31

The Lost Generation

During the 1920s, many
American writers, musi-
cians, and painters left the
United States to live in
Europe. Among them were
writers Ernest Hemingway,
John Dos Passos, and F.
Scott Fitzgerald.

These expatriates,
people who left their
native country to live
elsewhere, often settled
in Paris. They gathered at
the home of American
writer Gertrude Stein.
There they mixed with Europe’s
leading artists and intellectuals. 

Stein called these expatriates the
“Lost Generation.” She remarked,
“All of you young people who served
in the war [World War I], you are the
lost generation.”

In his first major novel, The Sun
Also Rises (1926), Hemingway
captured the desperation of the
young expatriate crowd. They moved
frantically from one European city to
another, trying to find meaning in life.
Life empty of meaning is the theme of
Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby (1925).

SPOTLIGHTON
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Rebellion in the Arts
Although many of the new directions in painting, architecture, and music began in the
prewar period, they evolved after the war. 

Painters Break Away from Tradition Artists rebelled against earlier realistic styles
of painting. They wanted to depict the inner world of emotion and imagination rather
than show realistic representations of objects. Expressionist painters like Paul Klee and
Wassily Kandinsky used bold colors and distorted or exaggerated shapes and forms.

Inspired by traditional African art, Georges Braque of France and Pablo Picasso of
Spain founded Cubism in 1907. Cubism transformed natural shapes into geometric
forms. Objects were broken down into different parts with sharp angles and edges.
Often several views were depicted at the same time.

The Dada movement (1916–
1924) was as much a protest as an
art movement. Its message was that
established values had been made
meaningless by the savagery of
World War I. The term Dada,
French for “hobbyhorse,” was
reportedly picked at random.
Sounding like a nonsense word, it fit
the spirit of the movement. Dadaist
works were meant to be absurd,
nonsensical, and meaningless.

Surrealism followed Dada.
Inspired by Freud’s ideas, surreal-
ism was an art movement that
sought to link the world of dreams
with real life. The term surreal
means “beyond or above reality.”
Surrealists tried to call on the unconscious part of their minds. Their paintings fre-
quently had a dream-like quality and depicted objects in unrealistic ways.

Architects Move in New Directions An architectural revolution occurred when
architects rejected traditional building styles for completely new forms. Instead of
highly ornamented structures, they constructed buildings in which the design
reflected the building’s function or use. The American architect Frank Lloyd Wright
pioneered this new style, known as functionalism. He designed houses featuring
clean, low lines and open interiors that blended with the surrounding landscape.
Walter Gropius led the functionalist movement in Germany. After the war, he started
an art and design school in Weimar called the Bauhaus.

Composers Try New Styles In both classical and popular music, composers moved
away from traditional styles. In his ballet masterpiece, The Rite of Spring, the Russian
composer Igor Stravinsky used irregular rhythms and dissonances, or harsh combina-
tions of sound. The audience booed and walked out of its opening performance. The
Austrian composer Arnold Schoenberg rejected traditional harmonies and musical
scales. He created his own 12-tone scale in which the notes were unrelated except as
mathematical patterns.

A new popular musical style called jazz came out of the United States. It was
developed by musicians, mainly African Americans, in New Orleans, Memphis, and
Chicago. It swept the United States and Europe. The lively, loose beat of jazz seemed
to capture the new freedom of the age. Uninhibited, energetic jazz dances, such as
the Charleston and the Black Bottom, at first shocked respectable society before
becoming widely accepted.

The Persistence
of Memory, a 
surrealist work 
by Spanish artist
Salvador Dali, 1931,
shows watches
melting in a desert
landscape. Insects
feed on the
clockwork.

B. Possible
Answers Artists
broke away from real-
ism, tried to draw on
the unconscious part
of their mind.
THINK THROUGH HISTORY
B. Making
Inferences What
was the major trend
in art?

Vocabulary
functionalism: doc-
trine that the function
of an object should
determine its design
and materials.

Background
The 1920s were
called the Jazz Age
because the music
symbolized the free-
dom and spontaneity
of the time.
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Society Becomes More Open
World War I had disrupted traditional social patterns. New ideas and ways of life led
to a new kind of individual freedom during the 1920s. Young people especially were

willing to break with the past and experiment with values that often differed
from those of their parents. Their pleasure-seeking defiance of accepted

conventions was the first “youth rebellion” of the 20th century.
The independent spirit of the times showed clearly in the changes

women were making in their lives. The war had allowed women to take
on new roles. Their work in the war effort was decisive in helping
them win the right to vote. After the war, women’s suffrage became
law in many countries, including  the United States, Britain, Germany,
Sweden, and Austria.

Women abandoned restrictive clothing and hairstyles. They wore
shorter, looser garments and had their hair “bobbed,” or cut short.
They also wore makeup, drove cars, and drank and smoked in public.

Although most women still followed traditional paths of marriage and
family, a growing number spoke out for greater freedom in their lives.

Wives should not be second-class members of the family, feminists
argued, but equal partners with their husbands. Margaret Sanger and
Emma Goldman risked arrest by speaking in favor of birth control. As
women sought new careers, the numbers of women in medicine, educa-
tion, journalism, and other professions increased.

Technology Changes Life
World War I quickened the pace of invention. During the war, sci-
entists developed new drugs and medical treatments that helped
millions of people in the postwar years. The war’s technological
advances were put to use to improve transportation and communica-

tion after the war. 

The Automobile Alters Society The automobile benefited
from a host of wartime innovations and improvements—elec-

tric starters, air-filled tires, and more powerful engines. Cars no
longer looked like boxes on wheels. They were sleek and brightly
polished, complete with headlights and chrome-plated bumpers. In
prewar Britain, autos were owned exclusively by the rich. British
factories produced 34,000 autos in 1913. After the war, prices
dropped, and the middle class could afford cars. In 1923 the num-

ber of autos built in Britain had almost tripled. By 1937, the British were producing
511,000 autos a year.

Increased auto use by the average family led to lifestyle changes. More people trav-
eled for pleasure. In Europe and the United States, new businesses, from motor hotels
to vacation campgrounds, opened to serve the mobile tourist. The auto also affected
where people lived and worked. People moved to suburbs and commuted to work.

Airplanes Transform Travel The war also brought spectacular improvements in air-
craft. By 1918, planes could fly hundreds of miles. In the postwar era, daring fliers
carried the first airmail letters. Wartime aviators became stunt pilots, flying to country
fairs to perform aerial acrobatics and take people for their first plane rides.

International air travel became an objective after the war. In 1919, two British
pilots made the first successful flight across the Atlantic, from Newfoundland to
Ireland. The next major crossing came in 1927, when an American pilot named
Charles Lindbergh captured world attention with a 33-hour solo flight from New
York to Paris. Most of the world’s major passenger airlines were established during the

From “Gibson girl”
to “Flapper,” the 
restrictive clothing
styles of the 
pre-war period 
depicted in the
early 20th-century
illustration gave
way to the comfort-
able, casual fash-
ions shown in the
1920s photograph.

Background
“Gibson girl” referred
to the idealized type
of young woman
drawn by illustrator
Charles Dana Gibson
in the pre-World 
War I period.

THINK THROUGH HISTORY
C. Summarizing
How did the changes
of the post-war years
affect women?
C. Answer Women
won the right to vote,
changed style of
dress, sought new
careers.

798 Chapter 31

Pre-World War I
“Gibson girls”
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Daily Life in 1927

Babe Ruth Slugs 
Sixtieth Homer
NEW YORK CITY, September 30:
Today George Herman “Babe” Ruth
thrilled 10,000 fans in Yankee Sta-
dium, swatting his sixtieth home run
of the season. He broke his own
1921 record of 59. After hitting the
pitch down the right field foul line
into the stands, he said, “That’s sixty
home runs, count ’em. Sixty.” 

The fast-living, hard-
hitting Babe delights
the press. They
employ many
colorful nick-
names to refer to
him. Among them
are the Bambino,
the Sultan of
Swat, the Mam-
moth of Maul, and
the Colossus of
Clout.

PARIS, May 21: Nearly 100,000
Parisians rushed onto the tarmac at
Le Bourget Airport this evening.
They ran to greet the world’s newest
hero—Charles Lindbergh.
Lindbergh had just touched down
safely at 10:24 p.m. in the Spirit of
St. Louis, after completing the first

solo flight across the Atlantic. 
Looking pale and worn out,

Lindbergh smiled and said, “Well,
I made it.” He had just flown 33
hours and 39 minutes nonstop
from New York to Paris. His flight
has great implications for the
future of air travel.

NEW YORK CITY, December 4:
Featuring jazz pianist and com-
poser Edward Kennedy “Duke”
Ellington, Ellington’s band
opened today at Harlem’s Cotton
Club for what looks like a long
run. Sources say Ellington’s nick-
name Duke comes from the band-

leader’s expensive taste.

Duke Ellington 
at Cotton Club

People in the News 

Analyzing Causes What fac-
tors contributed to the phenom-
enon of popular public heroes
such as Charles Lindbergh, Babe
Ruth, and Helen Wills?

Researching Using the library or
the Internet, compare a recent
sporting or popular event to one
from the 1920s in terms of audi-
ence and effect. Be sure to indi-
cate how today’s mass media
create popular heroes and fans.

Connect to Today

Connect to History

Helen Wills Captures Wimbledon Title

WIMBLEDON, England, July 2: Helen
Wills won the women’s singles title at the
All-England Tennis matches here today. She
captured the famous tennis trophy for the

United States for the first time in 20 years,
beating Ella de Alvarez of Spain.

“Little Miss Poker Face,” as
she is called, is an intense com-

petitor. She took the American Open
title at age 17 in 1923 and repeated in
1924 and 1925. Wills also won gold medals
in singles and doubles competition at the
1924 Olympics in Paris.

Parisians Greet Lindy
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2. TAKING NOTES

Draw a chart like the one below.
For each category shown, name
two people you read about who
contributed to that field.

Write one or two sentences about
their beliefs or contributions.

3. FORMING AN OPINION

In your opinion, whose ideas had
a bigger impact on the world—
Einstein’s or Freud’s? Give reasons
to support your position.

THINK ABOUT
• the state of knowledge before

their contributions
• the field in which they worked
• how life would be different

without their contributions

4. THEME ACTIVITY

Science and Technology As a
class, hold a media event. In small
groups, choose a topic from the
scientific and technological
contributions of the 1920s. Collect
pictures, audio tapes, biographies,
or literature that represent the
people or ideas you have chosen.
Present your topic to the class
and use your collection to help
create a multimedia effect.

1. TERMS & NAMES

Identify
• Albert Einstein
• theory of relativity
• Sigmund Freud
• existentialism
• Friedrich Nietzsche
• surrealism
• jazz
• Charles Lindbergh

Section Assessment1

FIELD CONTRIBUTORS
philosophy
literature
art
architecture
music

1920s. At first only the rich were able to afford air travel. Still, every-
one enjoyed the exploits of the aviation pioneers, including Amelia
Earhart. She was an American who, in 1932, became the first woman
to fly solo across the Atlantic. 

Radio Reaches Millions Guglielmo Marconi conducted his first
successful experiments with radio in 1895. However, the real push
for radio development came during World War I. The advantages of
wireless communication in battle were so great that all countries
gave radio research a high priority. Armies developed a wide range of
radio equipment that would also have uses in peacetime.

In 1920, the world’s first commercial radio station—KDKA in
Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania—began broadcasting. Almost overnight,
radio mania swept the United States. Soon every major city had sta-
tions broadcasting news, plays, and even live sporting events. In
many European nations, unlike the United States, radio broadcasting
was controlled by the government. In Great Britain, radio was a pub-
lic monopoly run solely by the British Broadcasting Company, or
BBC. Like Americans, however, Europeans eagerly listened to a vari-
ety of radio broadcasts. Soon most families owned a radio.

Movies Revolutionize Popular Entertainment In the 1920s,
motion pictures were a major industry. Many countries, from Cuba
to Japan, produced movies. In Europe, film was a serious art form.
Directors like Sergei Eisenstein in Russia and Fritz Lang in
Germany created films that explored psychological or political
themes. However, in the Los Angeles suburb of Hollywood,

where 90 percent of all films were made, movies were entertainment.
From Hollywood in the 1920s came the zany, slapstick comedies of

Mack Sennett and his Keystone Kops, and dramas that starred Mary
Pickford or Rudolph Valentino. But the king of the silent screen was
the English-born Charlie Chaplin, a comic genius best known for his
portrayal of the lonely little tramp bewildered by life. In the late
1920s, the addition of sound transformed movies. By the mid-1930s,
nearly 90 million Americans escaped from the hardships of life by
attending movies each week.

The advances in transportation and communication that followed the
war had brought the world in closer touch. Countries had become more
interdependent economically. Global prosperity came to depend on the
economic well-being of all major nations, especially the United States.

In Modern Times
(1936) Charlie
Chaplin captured
the discomfort
many felt about the
increasing
automation of life.

800 Chapter 31

How Technology
Revolutionized Life

The spread of technological innova-
tions in the postwar period changed
the way people lived. Autos made
people less dependent on public
transportation and made travel to work
and recreation more convenient.

The telephone instantly con-
nected family and friends, and 
buyers and sellers. Radio brought
entertainment into the home. The
whole family could listen to sports,
comedy, drama, music, and news.

The drudgery of housework was
lightened by labor-saving appli-
ances, including refrigerators, 
vacuum cleaners, and washing
machines. Convenience foods saved
time in the kitchen. The United
States was far more advanced than
most nations in the use of these
technological innovations.

Daily Life

D. Possible
Answers Autos
were mass produced;
airlines carried mail
and passengers; most
families owned a
radio.
THINK THROUGH HISTORY
D. Recognizing
Effects What were
the results of the
peacetime adapta-
tions of the technol-
ogy of war?

CLASSZONE .COM
NET ACTIVITY

For an Internet activity on Daily Life—1920s . . .
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