Reaction: The Klan, Prohibition, and the Politics of the 1920s
A Bridge Reading · Track B
U.S. History · Period 7 (1890–1945) · fills a gap the playlist skips

Why this reading is in your path.  The video named the Klan's revival and the quota laws. This reading is the rest of the reaction — the “noble experiment” that built the modern gangster, a Klan of millions that reached into statehouses, and a politics that declared the business of America was business.
The noble experiment
In 1920 the Eighteenth Amendment and the Volstead Act banned alcohol across the country — a victory for the Progressive and religious reformers who believed drink was ruining American families. The result was almost the opposite of what they intended. Drinking went underground into speakeasies; a vast illegal trade in liquor sprang up; and the men who ran it — above all Al Capone in Chicago — built violent criminal empires on the profits. Millions of otherwise law-abiding people simply broke the law. Prohibition was repealed in 1933, the only constitutional amendment ever undone — a hard lesson in the limits of legislating morality.
A Klan of millions
The revived Ku Klux Klan of the 1920s was not the small night-riding terror of Reconstruction. At its peak it claimed perhaps four to five million members, and its strongholds were not only Southern but Midwestern and Western — Indiana, Ohio, Oregon. It was anti-Black, but also anti-Catholic, anti-Jewish, and anti-immigrant: “100% Americanism” turned into a mass movement, with members marching openly down Pennsylvania Avenue and electing governors and legislators. It collapsed late in the decade under corruption and a lurid murder scandal in Indiana — but it had revealed how wide the nativist current ran.
The business of America
In national politics, the Republicans dominated the decade. Warren Harding promised a “return to normalcy” and delivered, along with the Teapot Dome bribery scandal, one of the most corrupt administrations in memory. His successor Calvin Coolidge summed up the age: “The chief business of the American people is business.” Government cut taxes, loosened regulation, and stood aside to let the boom run. It ran beautifully — until, under Herbert Hoover, it ran straight off a cliff in October 1929.

Questions to Sit With
1. Prohibition was meant to make society more moral. Why did it instead create organized crime — and what does that tell you about what laws can and cannot do?
1. The 1920s Klan was strongest outside the South and hated more than just Black Americans. How does that change the picture of the Klan you may have had?
1. Coolidge said the business of America is business. How might that hands-off, pro-business faith have helped set up the Crash of 1929?
Where This Connects
1. Back to the Progressives. Prohibition was the Progressive moral-reform impulse (from “The Progressives”) carried to its furthest — and its failure.
1. Back to the migrations. The Klan and the quota laws are the backlash against the newcomers you met in “Immigration and the Great Migration.”
1. Watch next: “The Crash of 1929” — where “the business of America is business” meets its reckoning.
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