
Free at Last? Civil Rights in the USA,
1918–1968Changing Attitudes Towards Immigration

Explain why attitudes towards immigrants changed around 1918.

Describe what was done to limit immigration to the USA in the
1920s.



Many WASPs were afraid that the
arrival of new immigrants from
southern and eastern Europe
would threaten their way of life.
The fear of immigrants who were
different from the older WASP
immigrants, led to demands to
close the ʻopen doorʼ, at least to
immigrants from poorer non-
WASP countries. Most of the old

immigrants had given up
the language of their
ancestors and spoke
English. As a result, the
USA was an English-
speaking country.WASPs believed all Americans should be like them.



During the 19th century, American leaders felt that immigration
helped the economy. Business men were happy to have
immigrants provide cheap labour in their factories.
However, business men started to change their minds as trade
unions grew larger and more powerful and strikes became more
common. Americans thought that immigrants from countries like
Russia were the cause of strikes and riots. In 1890 an American
business man wrote:

The problems which confront us today are serious
enough without being complicated and made worse by

the addition of millions of Hungarians, Italians, Poles and
Russian Jews.

Francis A. Walker, The Atlantic Monthly, June 1896



This cartoon is called
‘The stranger at our gate’

What message
is the cartoonist
trying to give
you about ‘new’
immigration?



For some immigrants,
the open door had
already closed before
1900 when the USA had
cut Oriental or Asian
immigration. The first
powerful law restricting
immigration into the USA
was the Chinese
Exclusion Act of 1882.
Chinese immigration
was made illegal in
1902.

During the 19th century, thousands of Chinese and Japanese had
emigrated to the USA, many helping to build the railways. By 1900
American tolerance towards them had run out.



Why did the open door start to close?
In 1907 the US government wanted to know more about
the ‘problem of immigration’ so set up the Dillingham
Commission.

The Commission discovered that since the 1880s
immigrants had mainly come from southern and eastern
Europe.

The Commission thought that immigrants from places
like Russia, Italy, Turkey, Lithuania, Romania and
Greece were inferior compared to WASP type
immigrants who had arrived before 1890.



The Commission
recommended
literacy tests be
introduced to
make it harder for
‘inferior
immigrants’ to get
into the USA.
However, many
thousands of
immigrants still
arrived in the
USA.



This cartoon from 1903 shows fear of immigrants bringing political ideas such as
socialism and anarchism (destruction of all government, law and order) to the
USA. There are also fears about organised crime (the Mafia) shown here.



Why did US attitudes become harder against
immigrants after 1918?

Americans blamed many of their country’s problems on the new
immigrants. The answer to the USA’s problems seemed to be to
stop immigration, especially from ‘undesirable’ parts of the world.
Had the words on the Statue of Liberty lost their meaning?



Many Americans feared revolution
In 1917 revolution turned Russia into a communist state.
Communism is a political ideology/ belief that society should be
classless. This is the exact opposite of the US political system.

Many immigrants came from Russia
and Eastern Europe. This made US
authorities fear that the immigrants
would bring communist ideas with them
and perhaps start a revolution there as
well.

This fear was named
the ‘red scare’. The
word red was used to
mean communist.



Protests and strikes became more popular as unions tried to get
better working conditions for their members. In 1919 there was a
huge wave of strikes in the USA. There was a nationwide strike of
steel workers.



The strikers were often
unskilled workers whom
were recent immigrants
from southern and eastern
Europe. People against
the trade unions wasted no
time in linking the strikes
with the spread of
Bolshevism.(Communism).

Anti-union voices blamed
all strikes on red secret
agents, who were entering
the USA disguised as
immigrants.



The red scare was made worse
by the terrorist activities of small
revolutionary groups inside the
USA such as the industrial
Workers of the World (IWW).
Members of the IWW had been
found guilty of murder by
bombing as early as 1906.

The US film industry was influential even before 1918. In films
such as The Dynamiters released in1911, socialist and Bolshevik
men were shown as eastern Europeans with wild hair, straggly
beards and bulging eyes. They were also shown with a fist
punching the air and at some point in the movie seen throwing
bombs.



When US Attorney General Mitchell Palmer’s house in
Washington DC was blown up and letter bombs were sent to
government officials, the public’s fears of violent red revolution
seemed to be confirmed.

The red scare
reached its peak in
January 1920 when
,one night, Palmer
ordered the arrest of
4000 alleged
communists in 33
cities.



Americans feared that immigrants
brought more crime. Crime was
increasing in the USA and many
politicians chose to blame immigrants.

Crime had existed in the USA for
many years and organised gangs had
operated in New York and other cities
for many years.

Now newspapers started talking
about the Mafia. Originally an
organised crime gang from Sicily in
Italy. As thousands of Italians
emigrated to the USA, the Mafia
became established there also.



The US government believed that drinking alcohol was a bad
thing. The Volstead Act of 1919 banned the sale of all alcohol.
This was called prohibition.

Banning the sale of alcohol did not stop people wanting to drink it
so the organised crime gangs stepped in to supply booze.



One of the most famous names to link
immigrants to crime and illegal alcohol was
Alphonse Gabriel ‘Al’ Capone. He was an
American gangster who led the Chicago
Outfit, which became known as the
‘Capones’.

The ‘Capones’ were dedicated to smuggling
and transporting alcohol and were also
involved in other illegal activities such as
prostitution.

Although Capone was born in New York city
his parents were Italian immigrants. He
represented the fear and dislike that many
Americans had of the Mafia and reinforced
the stereotype that all Italian immigrants
were linked to crime.



Trial of Sacco and Vanzetti
Ferdinando Nicola Sacco and
Bartolomeo Vanzetti were
suspected anarchists. They
were convicted of murdering
two men during an armed
robbery at a shoe factory in
1920. After a controversial trial
and a series of appeals, the two
Italian immigrants were
executed on 23rd August 1927.
Since their deaths, most people
now feel that the two men were
convicted largely on their
anarchist political beliefs and
did not kill anyone.



The trial began in July 1921. Public opinion was divided.

 American believed that anyone who wanted to change the whole
of the USA’s political system was already guilty and should be
hanged. Others believed that in a democracy all people should be
free to believe what they want. There was protests which caused
the trial to drag on for 6 years.
Even though the trial received nationwide publicity, it tended to
remind Americans of the connection between immigrants and
crime.



Did immigrants make houses and jobs harder to get for Americans?
New immigrants settled in cities where they could only afford slum
housing. They clustered with people who shared their culture. The
poor conditions in which they lived were a serious problem for
many immigrants. The slums became centres of disease and
crime and they got worse as more people, including the rural poor,
arrived looking for cheap housing. Landlords raised rents which
also made life harder for white working- class Americans. Housing
also became harder to find due to competition from immigrants.



In the early 1900s, assembly line methods were introduced in
factories. This meant that the need for skilled workers was
reduced. Factory owners realised that they could make larger
profits while at the same time employing immigrants and paying
them lower wages. It meant there was more competition for jobs
and the dislike people felt towards immigrants increased.
If workers went on
strike, their bosses
would sack them and
hire an immigrant to
replace them. Many
immigrants were also
used as strike
breakers because
they would work
longer hours for lower
wages.



Nativism and Racism
New immigrants faced
prejudice and discrimination
from Americans who saw
them as a threat to ‘the
American way of life’.
People in the southern states
especially thought that the
Bible was literally true.
Nativists believed immigrants
brought new and sinful ideas
into the USA so they should
be stopped from entering the
country.
A new science called eugenics claimed to prove that some races
were inferior to others. Academics argued that immigrants from
Northern Europe should under go sterilisation to prevent them
having inferior children.



Why did the Ku Klux Klan revive around 1915?
Direct response to growing
fears of immigrants arriving
with un-American ideas. The
original KKK was formed in the
1860s and was known as an
organisation that persecuted
black Americans. However,
from 1915 the KKK tapped into
the fears of small town USA
and declared it would protect
Wasp Americans from
Catholics, Jews and any
foreign influence the Klan
thought was ‘un American’. In
fact the new slogan of the Klan
by 1920 was ‘America for
Americans’.

By the early 1920s the KKK was
described as the social
organisation for white, Protestant
Americans. Many WASPs
welcomed the Klan into their
churches, their homes and their
lives.



Did WW1 affect attitudes towards immigrants?
During the war Americans had
read propaganda stories of
German atrocities and were
persuaded that Germany was the
enemy. The US public came to
dislike German and Austrian
immigrants.
City streets that had German
names were changed. The city of
Berlin in Michigan was renamed
Marne. Hamburgers were now
known as ‘liberty sandwiches’ and
many families who had German
sounding last names changed
their surname.



Many Germans were also involved in the brewing industry. Due to
the belief that alcohol was a threat to the US way of life, anti-
immigration groups argued that Germans were a bad influence.

Many Americans resented
having to become involved in
Europe’s problems. After all,
most of them had chosen to
leave Europe’s problems
behind when they left for the
USA. When the war ended
the US government decided
to become isolationist. This
meant it wanted nothing to do
with any problems outside the
USA.



How did the USA close the open door and start to restrict
immigration?

Quota systems were introduced. Using the census the government could work out how
many people from different nationalities lived in the USA.

In 1921 based on the 1910 census the government said it would allow a further 3% of
that nationality to enter. The problem with this was it would let even more ‘new’
immigrants in.

In 1924 new restrictions lowered the proportion from each country to 2% and the figures
were based on the 1890 census. This meant fewer immigrants from southern and
eastern Europe could get into the USA.

By 1929, it became even harder to gain entry to the USA. Only 150,000 immigrants a
year were allowed to enter the USA and 85 per cent of that number were reserved for
immigrants from northern and western Europe





If you have got through the work on
chapter 2 really quickly, please read
pages 12 – 24 of chapter 3 carefully.
Make a note of any words you are not
familiar with as a glossary.
Extension work: please complete activity
3 on page 25.



Why did the open door start to close? –
reasons for changing attitudes

1. Fear of revolution – communism - ‘Red
scare’

2. Fear of crime – organised crime, Sacco
and Vancetti case

3. Fears about housing
4. Fears about jobs
5. Nativism and racism – eugenics
6. Rise of the Ku Klux Klan
7. Impact of the First World War



Double page mind map on each of these
factors that changed Americans’ attitudes

towards immigrants and led to the changes in
government policies and the Immigration Acts

of the 1920s
Call it ‘ The doors close’



The Doors Close

• Read pages 23 and 24 in the Textbook
• Create a list (in chronological order) of the

measures/political Acts that the
Government brought in to restrict
immigration to America (1900-1930s)



Timed Question

• To what extent was the fear of a
Communist revolution the main reason
why attitudes changed towards
Immigration in the USA in the 1920s?



What is an isolated factor?

• To what extent was Thor the main reason
the Avengers defeated Ultron?

•  To what extent was the help of Dory the
main reason Marlyn found Nemo?

• To what extent is the making of new Star
Wars films due to George Lucas wanting
to make more money


