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in big cities. One third of Chicago’s 2.7 million population was foreign born.
Ghettos had more violent crime, drunkenness and prostitution than other parts
of America, so immigrants were blamed for urban problems such as disease,
crime and corrupt political machines. ‘Old’ Americans perceived every Jewish
ghetto, Little Italy or Little Poland as an un-American enclave whose inhabitants
read newspapers and heard radio broadcasts and church services in their native
language.

‘I am a good American’

From 1914, automobile manufacturer Henry Ford ran a compulsory
‘Americanisation’ school for his primarily Eastern European immigrant
workers. The first thing they were taught to say was, ‘Il am a good American.’
In their ‘graduation’ ceremony they would dress up in clothes characteristic
of their homeland, walk into a huge ‘melting pot’, then come out wearing
American suits and carrying a little American flag. Many were happy to do so
because they had come to America in pursuit of the American Dream.

Increased opposition to immigrants after 1917

Anti-immigrant feeling increased greatly after 1917 for several reasons. The
First World War had intensified nationalism and generated a general desire
for less contact with Europeans. The brief post-war economic depression
aroused resentment of immigrants as competitors for jobs. Revolutionary
risings in European countries in the years 1917-23 increased American fears
that immigrants would bring in un-American ideologies such as anarchism,
socialism and Communism. Their fears were confirmed by the participation
of many first-generation immigrants in strikes (see page 7), the Red Scare (see
page 7) and the Sacco and Vanzetti case in 1920.

Italian-born labourers Sacco and Vanzetti were charged with murder and
robbery. They were tried in the middle of the Red Scare and quickly found
guilty and sentenced to death. Some people considered them not guilty but
punished for their ethnic immigrant background and anarchist beliefs (they
had previously declared their hatred of capitalism and the American political
system). Judge Webster Thayer was reported to have privately called them
‘dagos’, ‘sons of bitches” and ‘those anarchist bastards’. He publicly declared that
although Vanzetti ‘may not actually have committed the crime attributed to
him he is nevertheless morally culpable because he is the enemy of our existing
institutions.”

Restrictions on immigration
Immigration was increasingly restricted:
1 Wartime tensions assisted the passage of the Literacy Test Act (1917), which

said immigrants had to prove they could read a 40-word document before
being allowed into America.

@ KEY TERMS

Political machines Early
twentieth-century cities were
often dominated by a political
‘boss’ whose organisation,
invariably Democrat, would
welcome and help immigrants
in order to gain their votes.

Melting pot Term used to
describe the way in which
the United States became a
cohesive nation forged out of
numerous immigrants willing
to assimilate into American
society.
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