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Palmer Raids Background 
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Close Reading
1. Read through and Circle any unfamiliar words. Define them in the margins
2. Read through and highlight key points.
3. Read through and annotate the document. Formulate two questions.
1. _________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
2. _________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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AN ATTEMPT TO SUPPRESS DISSENT
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Historical Background

The United States govern-
ments undemocratic crusade to
rid the nation of alien “subver-
sives” and suppress expression
of their “un-American” ideas
was rooted, ironically, in a war
fought to “make the world safe
for democracy” (a system of gov-
emment contingent upon the
free exchange of ideas). When it
entered the First World War in
1917, the United States faced the
multiple challenges of generating
consensus for the war effort, suc-
cessfully drafting millions of men
into the armed forces, and rais-
ing approximately thirty billion
dollars to finance the conflict.
To achieve these goals, the gov-
emment criminalized dissent; it
passed federal legislation in 1917
and 1918 (the Espionage Act and
a later amendment known as the
Sedition Act), which gave the
government sweeping power to
punish opinion it deemed disloy-
al. During the course of the war,
over 1,500 people were arrested
for sedition, even though the vast
majority did nothing beyond ex-
pressing opinions critical of the
war effort. These laws remained

in effect after the Armistice of
November 1918, and continued
10 be employed even though the
struggle in Europe was over.
‘Though the Armistice brought
peace to Europe, the rapid and
largely unplanned demobiliza-
tion of USS. forces led to con-
flict at home. American workers
had benefited from the conflict
in Europe, replacing the jobs of
millions of American men who
had been drafted into the mili-
tary. Because of the wartime la-
bor shortage, and the militarys
demand for war materials, these
workers found themselves in a
good position to make demands
of management during the war.
After the Armistice, however,
more than three million veterans
came streaming homeward in
search of work. Simultaneously,
the government summarily can-
celled its orders for millions of
dollars worth of war materials,
rapidly transforming the labor
shortage into a surplus. Work-
ers lost much of their leverage at
the bargaining table and employ-
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ers were determined to roll back
the gains labor had made during
the war. In essence, management
Sought (0 restore the pre-war sta-
tus quo while labor defended the
higher wages and more secure
employment it had achieved
during the war. The result was a
‘wave of strikes that roiled the na-
tion in 1919 and early 1920

As employers and their al-
lies struggled to resist the labor
uprisings (sometimes employ-
ing African Americans as strike-
breakers and intensifying racial
conlict in the process), they of-
ten claimed that “Bolshevik” la-
bor agitators were dirccting the
strikes and attempting to foment
revolution i America. While
there was litle t0 no chance of a
communist revolution breaking
out in the United Siates, these
charges resonated widely with
the public; this was not only
because Americans' distrust_ of
outsiders had been aroused to
fever pitch during the war, but
also because the Russian Bolshe-
viks were successfully consoli-
dating their revolution in newly
Soviet Russia.

In such an environment, few
had much sympathy for alien
radicals. When a series of bombs
was mailed to prominent indi-
viduals such as J. P Morgan and
John D. Rockefeller, this pushed

Americans towards the verge
of paranoia. Even though the
perpetrators were never defini-
tively. identified, some Ameri-
cans readily connected these acts
of violence with the labor move-
‘ment. Conflating labor activism
for better wages and working
conditions with isolated_inci-
dens of violence, many Ameri-
cans were convinced that the
striking workers were attempi-
ing t0 overthrow the existing or-
der. Their exaggerated fears led
them to imagine that Commu-
nist masterminds in the Kremlin
were directing strikes aimed at
destroying the American econo-
‘my and precipitating revolution.
In’response, Attorney General
(and Presidential hopeful) A.
Mitchell Palmer, whose front yard
had been bombed in the summer
of 1919, coordinated a series of
raids that swept up thousands of
individuals he suspected of har-
boring dangerous ideas. While
the raids failed to produce any
of the weapons Palmer claimed
subversives were stockpiling
for their reign of revolutionary
terror, the raids did succeed in
breaking the back of America’
radical labor movement. In
December 1919, the most famous
activist of them all, Emma Gold-
man, was deported, along with
249 other resident aliens, to So-

viet Russia. These deportations
were ordered by ). Edgar Hoover,
the fervent young director of the
“Radical Division” of the Jus-
tice Department. It is also fairly
clear that the climate engendered
by the Red Scare contributed to
the 1924 decision to drastically
reduce _immigration into the
United States, essentially closing
the door to outsiders for more
than half a century.

In 1024, Congress passed the
Immigration Act, also known
as the National Origins Quota
Act. This law limited the num-
ber of immigrants who could be
admitted to the United States
1o two percent of the mumber
recordedas living here by the 1890
census. The 1890 census was
used because its census count
predated the arrival of most
Central and Eastern Europe-
ans; this way, the government
was able to claim that the act
was ethnically neutral, when in
fact it was expressly designed to
exclude cerain groups of Euro-
peans.




