
Promoting a 
Healthy 
Economy



Nativism Resurges

• Description of Nativism: Nativism, the desire to protect the interests of 
native-born Americans against those of immigrants, surged in the 1920s 
due to a combination of economic recession, an influx of immigrants, 
and racial and cultural tensions. The fear and prejudice towards 
immigrants expanded to include all immigrants, triggering a general rise 
in racism and nativism.

• Historical Context: The aftermath of World War I saw a significant drop 
in immigration followed by a resurgence to prewar levels by 1921. This 
influx of immigrants, particularly from southern and eastern Europe, 
was perceived as a threat to stability and order. Additionally, returning 
demobilized military personnel faced competition for jobs in an 
economy with high unemployment rates and rising prices.

• Case Study: Alfred Levitt's immigrant experience highlights the 
aspirations and challenges faced by many immigrants during this 
period. Levitt's journey from Russia to New York City in pursuit of a 
better life exemplifies the immigrant dream of escaping poverty and 
making a significant contribution to society. However, like many 
immigrants, Levitt encountered ethnic and religious prejudices as he 
sought to establish himself in American society.



The Sacco-Vanzetti Case

• Background: The South Braintree murders in 1920, where two 
employees were killed and robbed, led to the arrest of Italian 
immigrants Nicola Sacco and Bartolomeo Vanzetti. The case 
gained national attention due to the immigrants' anarchist 
affiliations and the subsequent allegations of prejudice and 
injustice in the trial proceedings.

• Trial and Verdict: Despite inconclusive evidence linking Sacco 
and Vanzetti to the murders, public perception fueled by anti-
immigrant sentiments led to their conviction and subsequent 
death sentences. The trial underscored the prevalent nativist 
and racist attitudes of the time, as the defendants' Italian 
heritage and anarchist beliefs played a significant role in their 
condemnation.

• Impact: The Sacco-Vanzetti case became emblematic of the 
injustices faced by immigrants and minorities in the United 
States during the 1920s. The controversial trial and execution of 
Sacco and Vanzetti served as a stark reminder of the dangers of 
prejudice and xenophobia in the justice system.



Pseudo-
Scientific Racism

• Introduction to Eugenics: The eugenics movement, a pseudo-science aimed at improving hereditary traits, gained 
prominence in the early 20th century. Eugenics emphasized the belief that human inequalities were inherited and advocated 
for the selective breeding of individuals to enhance desirable traits while eliminating those deemed undesirable.

• Political Figures' Involvement: Influential figures such as Woodrow Wilson and Henry Cabot Lodge endorsed eugenics, 
lending legitimacy to racist theories and reinforcing nativist arguments for strict immigration control. The embrace of 
eugenics by prominent leaders contributed to the propagation of discriminatory ideologies and policies.

• Consequences: The widespread acceptance of eugenics bolstered nativist and racist sentiments, leading to the 
implementation of restrictive immigration laws and discriminatory practices. The prioritization of certain racial and ethnic 
groups over others in immigration quotas reflected the eugenicist belief in the superiority of certain "original" American 
stock, further exacerbating existing inequalities and injustices.



The Rise of the 
Ku Klux Klan

• Historical Background: The Ku Klux Klan (KKK), originally founded in the 
aftermath of the Civil  War, experienced a resurgence in the 1920s with 
expanded targets beyond African Americans to include Catholics, Jews, 
immigrants, and other groups perceived as threats to "American" values. 
Will iam J. Simmons, the founder of the new KKK, sought to preserve 
white Protestant civilization against perceived threats from immigrants 
and minorities.

• Membership Boom: The KKK's recruitment efforts, spearheaded by public 
relations entrepreneurs Edward Young Clarke and Elizabeth Tyler, led to a 
massive surge in membership, reaching nearly 4 mill ion by 1924. The 
organization's message of "Americanism" resonated with many 
disillusioned Americans seeking to protect their perceived cultural 
heritage and identity.

• Decline: Despite its initial success, the KKK faced internal power struggles 
and scandals, leading to a decline in membership and influence. The 
exposure of corruption and misconduct within the organization, coupled 
with changing societal attitudes, contributed to its eventual demise as a 
significant political force by the end of the 1920s.



Controlling 
Immigration

• Legislation: The Emergency Quota Act of 1921 and the National Origins 
Act of 1924 were significant pieces of legislation aimed at restricting 
immigration in response to nativist concerns. The Emergency Quota Act 
established a temporary quota system limiting immigration based on 
nationality, while the National Origins Act made these restrictions 
permanent and further tightened the quota system.

• Quota System: The quota system implemented by these acts heavily 
favored immigrants from northwestern European countries, while 
discriminating against those from southern and eastern Europe. Ethnic 
identity and national origin became determining factors in admission to 
the United States, leading to the separation of families and exacerbating 
existing prejudices.

• Impact: The restrictive immigration policies of the 1920s significantly 
reduced the influx of immigrants and reshaped the demographic 
composition of the United States. While these measures aimed to address 
concerns about economic stability and cultural assimilation, they also 
perpetuated discriminatory practices and contributed to labor shortages 
in certain industries.



The New Morality

• Emergence: The 1920s witnessed a shift towards a more relaxed moral attitude 
characterized by a focus on youth culture and personal freedom. This "new 
morality" challenged traditional values and norms, glorifying independence and 
individuality over conformity and restraint.

• Influences: Various factors, including changes in gender roles, consumerism, and 
technological advancements like the automobile, contributed to the emergence of 
the new morality. Women's increasing participation in the workforce and higher 
education, as well as the rise of youth-oriented media and entertainment, played 
significant roles in shaping societal attitudes towards morality and social behavior.

• Examples: The iconic figure of the flapper epitomized the new morality, with her 
embrace of fashion, independence, and social freedoms. Women's changing roles 
in society, exemplified by figures like Margaret Sanger and Margaret Mead, 
challenged traditional notions of womanhood and paved the way for greater 
gender equality and autonomy.



The Fundamentalist 
Movement

• Beliefs: Fundamentalists advocated for a literal interpretation of the 
Bible and sought to defend Protestant faith against perceived threats 
from modernist ideologies like evolution. Rejecting scientific theories 
like Darwin's theory of evolution, fundamentalists asserted the divine 
authority of scripture and the primacy of religious tradition.

• Influential Figures: Evangelical preachers like Billy Sunday and Aimee 
Semple McPherson played key roles in mobilizing fundamentalist 
sentiments through their impassioned sermons and public campaigns. 
Their fervent defense of traditional religious and moral values 
resonated with many Americans disillusioned by the perceived moral 
decline of society.

• Scopes Trial: The Scopes Trial of 1925, also known as the "Monkey 
Trial," symbolized the clash between fundamentalist beliefs and 
modernist ideologies in American society. The trial, which pitted 
creationism against evolution, underscored the tensions between 
science and religion, tradition and progress, and highlighted the 
challenges of reconciling competing worldviews in a rapidly changing 
world.



Prohibition 
and Its Fallout

• Enactment: The Eighteenth Amendment, ratified in 1920, prohibited the 
manufacture, sale, and transportation of alcoholic beverages in the United States. 
The Volstead Act, passed to enforce Prohibition, imposed strict penalties for 
violations and tasked the U.S. Treasury Department with enforcement.

• Enforcement Challenges: Despite efforts to enforce Prohibition, including the 
establishment of a dedicated Prohibition Unit within the Treasury Department, 
law enforcement faced s ignificant challenges. Speakeasies, clandestine 
establishments where alcohol was sold illegally, proliferated across the country, 
fueled by demand from a public unwilling to adhere to Prohibition laws.

• Rise of Organized Crime: The prohibition of alcohol created a  lucrative black 
market for bootleggers and smugglers, leading to the rise of organized crime 
syndicates. Gangsters l ike Al  Capone capitalized on the demand for i llegal alcohol, 
establishing criminal empires and corrupting law enforcement officials through 
bribery and intimidation.

• Repeal: The failure of Prohibition to achieve i ts intended social goals, coupled 
with the rise of organized crime and widespread public defiance, led to calls for its 
repeal. The Twenty-first Amendment, ratified in 1933, repealed the Eighteenth 
Amendment and brought an end to federally-mandated Prohibition. The repeal 
marked a  significant victory for advocates of individual liberty and demonstrated 
the l imitations of using government regulation to enforce moral standards.



Legacy and 
Reflection

• The 1920s left a profound legacy on American society, shaping attitudes and policies regarding immigration, morality, and the role of government in 
regulating social behavior. The era's responses to social and cultural change reflected a complex interplay of nativism, cultural conservatism, and 
resistance to perceived moral decline.

• The restrictive immigration policies of the 1920s had lasting implications for the demographic makeup of the United States, p erpetuating discriminatory 
practices and shaping patterns of migration for decades to come. The legacy of nativism and xenophobia persisted, influencing debates over immigration 
reform and national identity in subsequent years.

• The emergence of the "new morality" in the 1920s challenged traditional values and norms, paving the way for greater social f reedoms and individual 
autonomy. Women's changing roles in society, as exemplified by the flapper and women's rights activists, contributed to the o ngoing struggle for gender 
equality and empowerment.

• The Fundamentalist movement, while waning in influence by the end of the 1920s, highlighted tensions between religious orthod oxy and modernist 
ideologies. The Scopes Trial, in particular, underscored the challenges of reconciling faith with scientific progress and the ongoing debate over the proper 
role of religion in public l ife.

• Prohibition, despite its intentions to promote public morality and social order, ultimately proved ineffective and gave rise to unintended consequences, 
including the proliferation of organized crime and the erosion of respect for the rule of law. The repeal of Prohibition serv ed as a cautionary tale about the 
limitations of government intervention in regulating personal behavior and the importance of balancing individual l iberties with social responsibility.

• Overall, the 1920s represented a period of profound social and cultural change, marked by tensions between tradition and modernity, nationalism and 
cosmopolitanism, and individual freedom and collective values. The era's complexities and contradictions continue to inform d iscussions about American 
identity, values, and the ongoing pursuit of social justice and equality.



The 
Continuing 
Impact

• The legacies of the 1920s reverberate through subsequent decades, shaping ongoing debates 
and struggles within American society. Issues such as immigration reform, gender equality, 
religious freedom, and the role of government in regulating personal behavior remain central to 
contemporary discourse.

• Immigration Policies: The restrictive immigration laws of the 1920s laid the groundwork for 
future immigration policies and debates. Subsequent reforms, such as the Immigration and 
Nationality Act of 1965, sought to address past injustices and promote a more inclusive and 
diverse immigration system, yet challenges related to nativism and xenophobia persist.

• Gender Roles and Equality: The changing roles of women in the 1920s set the stage for the 
feminist movement of the 20th century and beyond. Ongoing efforts to achieve gender equality, 
including battles for reproductive rights, equal pay, and representation in leadership positions, 
reflect the ongoing struggle to dismantle patriarchal norms and achieve full social and economic 
parity.

• Religious Freedom and Secularism: The tensions between fundamentalism and secularism 
highlighted in the 1920s continue to shape discussions about the separation of church and state, 
religious pluralism, and the limits of religious influence in public life. Debates over issues such as 
evolution education, LGBTQ+ rights, and reproductive rights often intersect with questions of 
religious belief and morality.

• Alcohol Regulation and Public Health: The failure of Prohibition underscored the challenges of 
using legal prohibitions to address complex social issues such as substance abuse. Ongoing 
debates over drug policy, alcohol regulation, and public health interventions reflect broader 
tensions between individual liberty, public safety, and government intervention.

• Lessons Learned: The 1920s serve as a reminder of the complexities and contradictions inherent 
in American society, as well as the enduring struggle to balance competing interests and values. 
By critically examining the successes and failures of the past, we can better understand the 
forces shaping our present and work towards a more just and equitable future for all.



The End


	Slide 1: Promoting a Healthy Economy 
	Slide 2: Nativism Resurges
	Slide 3: The Sacco-Vanzetti Case
	Slide 4: Pseudo-Scientific Racism
	Slide 5: The Rise of the Ku Klux Klan
	Slide 6: Controlling Immigration
	Slide 7: The New Morality
	Slide 8: The Fundamentalist Movement
	Slide 9: Prohibition and Its Fallout
	Slide 10: Legacy and Reflection
	Slide 11: The Continuing Impact
	Slide 12: The End

