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A Consumer’s Paradise 

 During the 1920s, Americans experienced another bout of economic 

expansion and prosperity that characterized the U.S. economy’s pre-Depression 

cycle of boom and bust.  Better production techniques and pent-up demand from 

the war years combined with innovative debt instruments to create a so-called 

“consumer’s paradise,” or a massive expansion in the variety and availability of 

consumer goods; greater consumption created a bubble that ultimately led to the 

Great Depression. 

 

“The Return to Normalcy” 

 Following the dislocations of World War I, Americans eschewed the 

Progressivism of Roosevelt and Wilson for the quiet, business-friendly 

conservatism of the mainstream Republican Party.  Republican Warren G. 

Harding promised Americans a “return to normalcy,” or a national policy that 

privileged industrialization and economic growth and avoided involvement in 

international affairs.  This platform was so popular with Americans that Harding 

won the largest disparity in popular vote tallies in American history (60.36% to 

Democrat James Cox’s 34.19%).  Harding’s sudden death in 1923 allowed his 

vice-president, Calvin “Silent Cal” Coolidge, to assume the presidency.  Like 

Harding, Coolidge was a pro-business Republican who continued his 

predecessor’s policies with regard to immigration reduction and tax cuts.  

Moreover, he attacked the business regulations implemented during the 

Progressive Era, saying at the time “…the chief business of the American people 
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is business.”  In addition, he reduced the size of the federal government by 

cutting staff and shifting some regulatory and oversight functions to the states. In 

the short-term, these policies led to massive economic expansion. 

 

The “Roaring” Twenties 

 Historians typically call this decade the “Roaring” Twenties due to the 

cultural, economic, and social changes that took place.  The period’s economic 

dynamism encouraged urban growth, and cities became centers for art, music, 

and sexual freedom.  In 1920, the United States ratified the nineteenth-

amendment, which guaranteed women the right to vote; this was part of a larger 

movement of women’s liberation that included increased economic, social, and 

sexual freedom.  Prohibition forced alcohol consumption underground, and 

transformed bars from enclaves of homo-sociability to mixed gender spaces 

where women could indulge their new freedoms.  The new business of public 

relations, pioneered during the war as a way to mobilize public support, turned its 

attention to filling (and in some ways creating) public demand for a range of new 

products, including deodorant, mouthwash, radios, washing and sewing 

machines, and automobiles.  In order to make these and other products more 

affordable to average Americans (and thus increase sales), retailers introduced 

installment-buying plans, which had theretofore been limited mostly to 

mortgages.  On the one hand, these changes allowed millions to consume 

otherwise unaffordable luxuries but, at the same time, they created the conditions 

that caused the Great Depression. 
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