
Chicago Race Riots, 1919 
Historical Context: 

Starting in the early 20th century, African Americans left the South in large numbers and tried to find 
work and freedom in the North. WWI provided tons of industrial work, and over 400,000 African 
Americans migrated from the South to Northern cities between 1916-1918 alone. The first Great 
Migration lasted until 1930, and resulted in a major shift in where African Americans lived in the United 
States.  In Chicago, the resulting tensions exploded in 1919 when an African American teen was killed 
while swimming at the Chicago waterfront.  The beach was informally segregated but as they played in 
the water, Eugene Williams and his friends inadvertently strayed into the whites only section.  Whites 
on the beach began throwing rocks and Eugene was struck and killed.  Police did not arrest any of the 
whites, instead arresting a black man instead.  African Americans who began to protest these actions on 
the beach were met with violence, which spread through the city mob facing off in the streets.  38 
people died in the resulting riots which lasted for a week until the state militia intervened.  

Specific historical questions: 

 On what points do these sources agree and disagree? 

 How was it possible that one boy’s death could spark this level of violence? 

What does it say about America immediately after WWI that the same summer as the Chicago 
race riot, there were 19 similar riots in other cities across the country? 

 

Overall Question:   

What does this event contribute to our understanding of the 1920’s through today’s Essential 
Lens? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 



 



 

 

 

 

 



Palmer Raids, 1920 
Historical Context: 

In the United States, there’s been a long history of fear of communism and suppression of socialist ideas 
because the ideas of communism and socialism threaten the individual’s right to private wealth.  In the 
early 1900s however, many people in the United States believed in socialism. Industrialization had 
created a huge gap between rich and poor and many thought that wasn’t fair. Though not all labor 
unions were socialist, many people joined ones that were like the International Workers of the World-
I.W.W., who wanted all workers to unite (black, white, men, women, skilled, unskilled).  

In 1917, the Bolshevik Revolution in Russia established a communist country. Many people in the United 
States were inspired by their success. Others however were scared by the potential spread of 
communism. At this time, some people were also anarchists—people who didn’t believe in any 
government. Some anarchists thought the government should be overthrown with violence. Although 
anarchists, socialists, and communists shared some of the same ideas (for example, they all opposed 
government protection of private wealth), they represented different theories.  After the Russian 
Revolution, however, many Americans equated all of these movements with each other and viewed 
them as anti-American. 

Specific historical questions: 

 What factors in American History helped contribute to the tension evident in these documents? 

 Why does Palmer think Goldman is Dangerous? 

 Why was the nation as a whole so accepting of the Palmer Raids? 

 

Overall Question:   

What does this event contribute to our understanding of the 1920’s through today’s Essential 
Lens? 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Scopes Trial, 1925 
Historical Context: 

In 1925,  science teacher John Scopes volunteered to break the law.  The ACLU (American Civil Liberties 
Union) wanted to challenge the Butler Act and other such laws which prohibited the teaching of 
evolutionary concepts in science classes.  Scopes agreed to be the test case which would bring these 
laws before the consideration of the courts.  After his arrest, legendary jurist Clarence Darrow was 
retained to defend him, while William Jennings Bryan, former Populist and Democratic candidate for 
President, volunteered to prosecute the case. 

Specific historical questions: 

 Who supported and who opposed the Butler Acts? 

How did rural America view cities like New York?  Conversely, how does the New York Times 
portray rural America? 

 In what ways did the Scopes Trial symbolize greater changes in America? 

 

Overall Question:   

What does this event contribute to our understanding of the 1920’s through today’s Essential 
Lens? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 



 



 

 



Prohibition, 1919 
Historical Context: 

In 1919, temperance forces in American society finally achieved their ultimate goal with the passage of 
the 18th Amendment, which prohibited the manufacture, distribution, and sale of alcoholic beverages.  
The 18th Amendment remains, however, the only Constitutional Amendment to have been totally 
repealed.  The factors present in the 1919 which would make prohibition possible shaped many aspects 
of the 1920’s. 

Specific historical questions: 

 What claims are being leveled against alcohol in these documents? 

What do the scientific terms used in Document C tell you about the state of scientific inquiry in 
the 1920’s?  How did this affect the debate over alcohol at that time? 

Do you agree with historians that say prohibition was primarily an attempt to help children and 
families or with those that claim it was primarily intended to exert control over the immigrant 
population and the urban poor? 

 

Overall Question:   

What does this event contribute to our understanding of the 1920’s through today’s Essential 
Lens? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 



Mexican American issues, 1920’s 
Historical Context: 

History textbooks don’t say much about the experience of Mexicans and Mexican Americans in the 
United States between the years of 1848, when theMexican-American war ended, and 1942, after WWII 
began and Mexicanswere brought in as contract workers through the Bracero Program.This absence 
calls for you to think like a historian. We know that tens of thousands of Mexicans and Mexican 
Americans lived in the United Statesafter the Mexican War, but we don’t have a very clear sense of what 
life waslike. 

 

Specific historical questions: 

What do these documents reveal about life for Mexican Americans and Mexican Immigrants in 
the 1920’s? 

In what ways does this experience mirror that of other immigrant groups and in what ways does 
it appear unique? 

What attitudes, events, and legislation from the of the 1920’s is necessary to understanding the 
historical context of these documents?? 

 

Overall Question:   

What does this event contribute to our understanding of the 1920’s through today’s Essential 
Lens? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 



 

 



 


