Q4:  Why were WWI and the 1920’s an era of growing and flourishing nativism?





Nativism, in general terms, includes “every type and level of antipathy towards aliens, their institutions, and their ideas.”  (Higham p. 3)  It has existed since the founding of the nation in the 19th century.  Higham’s thesis includes three strains of nativism, encompassing anti-radicalism, anti-Catholicism, and racial nativism.  At the end of the 19th century, scientific nativism, with its eugenics, Mendel’s genetics, and based upon a Darwinian foundation, appeared on the scene.  Originally a liberal doctrine which guided many a progressive reformer, Anglo Saxonism became another tool of the nativist.  By the time the United States entered WWI, all three strains of nativism coalesced into the ferverent nationalism of the “American First” movement.  Events from 1917-1925 redefined nativism as an intense opposition to an internal minority on the ground of its foreign connections.  Coupled with a federal government willing to participate and the monumental international crisis of The Great War, nativism reached its apex in American History.





The prewar revival of nativism, which set in motion an avalanche of xenophobia which peaked when WWI had concluded, began during 1905-1915.  The Second Great Wave of immigration peaked in 1907 and remained over 650,000 per year until the American entrance into the Great War.  The composition of these new immigrants was substantively different from earlier “waves.”  They hailed predominantly from southern and eastern Europe, and as such brought with them their Roman Catholic and Jewish faiths, thus reviving earlier 17th, 18th, and 19th century antagonisms by the native stock and their Protestant heritage.  Although the large immigration was nearly halted during the war years, it began anew in 1919.





For the racial nativists in the United States who had developed a classification system for the Nordic, Alpine, and Mediterranean peoples of Europe, a majority of the new immigrants were relegated to the lower Mediterranean class.  Fearful that America’s melting pot would not be able to assimilate such large numbers of “unmeltable ethnics” who were entirely without experience and appreciation for the democratic traditions of the nation, the literacy test, considered the most effective tool to bar the entrance of these illiterate, unskilled peasants surfaced again, as it had in the late 1800’s.  Thomas Archdeacon’s study has done much to re-evaluate the truth of the numerical threat of the Second Great Wave of immigration.  Statistically, the percentage of immigrants to the native born population remain nearly constant during the prewar period, but it was their composition that revived old fears and buried hatreds.





George Creel, head of the Committee on Public information, represented the federal government’s contribution to the growth of nativism during the war years and their aftermath.  Playing upon rumors of disloyalty and espionage, Creel’s committee turned war conscious volunteer organizations into reactionary mobs.  The National Protective Association and others turned war hysteria against even the assimilated German-Americans and all traces of their “Hun culture.”  Acts which seem preposterous today illustrate the far reaching effects of the federal government’s policy of 100% Americanism.  The teaching of the German language in schools was banned, sauerkraut became “liberty cabbage”, German measles became “liberty measles”, statues of Revolutionary War hero Von Steuben were removed, and bars in some cities stopped offering pretzels to customers (Link p 214).





When the war came to a halt in 1918, the United States Army’s direct involvement encompassed just over a year, but over 110,000 casualties resulted.  Although minuscule compared to European losses, the figure is over twenty times the human cost of the United States’ last armed conflict, the Spanish-American War and its long-lived Philippine pacification, and it occurred in less than a year.  Making the world “safe for democracy” was apparently of little concern to the American people who turned to isolation and against all things European, including the revival of immigration.  Involvement in the international League of Nations was rejected, and such “isolationistic” foreign policy as the Four, Five, and Nine Power Naval Treaties and the passage of the Kellogg-Briand Pact ensued.  America vowed to never again allow foreign corruption and violence to interfere, even if this meant the suppression of civil liberties and freedoms granted by the Constitution.





In 1917, the Russian Revolution occurred, and upon signing the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk, Russia left her allies in WWI.  Communism, the Leftist doctrine of Marx and Lenin which called for eventual world domination, became the new enemy of countries with democratic traditions.  Just as socialist and communist revolutionaries encouraged peasants to rise up against the injustice of the wealthy bourgeoisie, 100% Americanism at home convinced citizens to turn on suspected communists and enemies of democracy within their midst.  The Red Scare began as communism replaced Germany as the enemy, but more importantly, these “reds” were believed to be infiltrating the United States as immigrants.  Coupled with wild allegations and often unconstitutional means, government leaders like A. Mitchell Palmer carried out raids which led to hysteria and fertile ground for acts such as the execution of anarchists Sacco and Vanzetti in 1927.





The revival of older nativist traditions, the emergence of new enemies such as Germany and later Bolsheviks, coupled with the conformity and intolerance demanded by a nation participating in total war, the foundation had been laid for the most notable display of nativism that the United States has ever experienced in its history.  Conformity, encouraged during the war, continued to become a belligerent nationalism.  From 1919-1924, labor strikes of the First World War were certainly perceived as un-American, and labor unions, with their growing immigrant character, became particular subjects of anti-Communist venom.  When anti-radicalism loss emphasis by 1920, other nativisms flourished.  Anti-Catholicism was clearly evident in prohibition and the 18th Amendment, and later against Al Smith in the election of 1928.  The Johnson-Reed Act of 1924 established the most strict immigration quotas, based on the census data of 1890 which was more favorable to Western Europeans relocating to the United States.  Finally, the Anti-Catholic, anti-Semitic, and racially motivated K
