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Social Issues:  Immigration 1920s

Coming to America
Immigration was not new to the 1920s, but the complexion for the
situation changed dramatically in the early part of the twentieth
century.  From its earliest years the United States of America had an
open door policy toward immigrants, placing few restrictions on the
number of people entering this country.  It was not until 1882 that the
first law was passed banning people from a specific country.  The
Chinese Exclusion Act forbade Chinese laborers because it was
feared that they would work for lower pay.  In 1907 a “gentleman’s
agreement” between the United States and Japan barred Japanese
immigrants.

In the early 1900s there were two groups who sought to have the
doors closed to certain ethnic members.  American laborers feared
that they would lose their jobs to new immigrants, who were willing
to work for lower wages.  A second group believed that the
newcomers were inferior.  Still, it was not until 1917 that restrictions
were in place, preventing thirty-three different categories of people
from obtaining entry to the United States.

Immigration in the 1920s changed in another important way.  Prior to
1880 newcomers originated mostly from countries in northern and
western Europe.  When the immigrant population shifted to southern
and eastern European countries, some Americans became alarmed at
the customs and languages.  World War I placed a temporary halt to
the problem as very few people came to America during that period.
Once the war ended, the wave of immigrants rose steadily, with over
600,000 people arriving in 1921.  With the passage of a new law that
same year, immigration was limited by a quota system.  The National
Origins Act of 1924 established severe quotas for southern and
eastern European countries.  For example, 100,000 Italians had
arrived in one year in the early 1900s, but the new quota limited Italy to 5,082 people per year; Greece
was allowed only 307 people per year, while Russia was permitted 2,784 per year.  Not until the 1960s,
when Lyndon Johnson became president, did those quota laws change.

——————————— Suggested Activities ———————————
Respond  Have the students respond to this question:  Are quota laws for immigration fair or
necessary?  With the class, discuss some possible solutions for this dilemma.

Charts  Divide the students into groups and have them make charts comparing 1920s
immigration with current immigration.  Include topics such as length of travel, mode of travel,
cities of entry, and countries of origin.
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