
Americans Struggle with Postwar Issues 
 

World War I had left much of the American public exhausted. The debate over the League of Nations had deeply divided 
America. Further, the Progressive Era had caused numerous wrenching changes in American life. The economy, too, was in a 
difficult state of adjustment. Returning soldiers faced unemployment or took their old jobs away from women and minorities. 
Also, the cost of living had doubled. Farmers and factory workers suffered as wartime orders diminished. Many Americans 
responded to the stressful conditions by becoming fearful of outsiders. A wave of nativism, or prejudice against foreign-born 
people, swept the nation. So, too, did a belief in isolationism, a policy of pulling away from involvement in world affairs. 
 
One perceived threat to American life was the spread of communism, an economic and political system based on a single-
party government ruled by a dictatorship. In order to equalize wealth and power, Communists would put an end to private 
property, substituting government ownership of factories, railroads, and other businesses. 
 
THE RED SCARE The panic in the United States began in 1919, after revolutionaries in Russia overthrew the czarist regime. 
Vladimir I. Lenin and his followers, or Bolsheviks (“the majority”), established a new Communist state. Waving their symbolic 
red flag, Communists, or “Reds,” cried out for a worldwide revolution that would abolish capitalism everywhere. A Communist 
Party formed in the United States. Seventy-thousand radicals joined, including some from the Industrial Workers of the World 
(IWW). When several dozen bombs were mailed to government and business leaders, the public grew fearful that the 
Communists were taking over. U.S. Attorney General A. Mitchell Palmer took action to combat this “Red Scare.” 
 
THE PALMER RAIDS In August 1919, Palmer appointed J. Edgar Hoover as his special assistant. Palmer, Hoover, and their 
agents hunted down suspected Communists, socialists, and anarchists—people who opposed any form of government. They 
trampled people’s civil rights, invading private homes and offices and jailing suspects without allowing them legal counsel. 
Hundreds of foreign born radicals were deported without trials. But Palmer’s raids failed to turn up evidence of a revolutionary 
conspiracy— or even explosives. Many thought Palmer was just looking for a campaign issue to gain support for his 
presidential aspirations. Soon, the public decided that Palmer didn’t know what he was talking about. 
 
SACCO AND VANZETTI Although short-lived, the Red Scare fed people’s suspicions of foreigners and immigrants. This 
nativist attitude led to ruined reputations and wrecked lives. The two most famous victims of this attitude were Nicola Sacco 
and Bartolomeo Vanzetti, a shoemaker and a fish peddler. Both were Italian immigrants and anarchists; both had evaded the 
draft during World War I. In May 1920, Sacco and Vanzetti were arrested and charged with the robbery and murder of a 
factory paymaster and his guard in South Braintree, Massachusetts. Witnesses had said the criminals appeared to be Italians. 
The accused asserted their innocence and provided alibis; the evidence against them was circumstantial; and the presiding 
judge made prejudicial remarks. Nevertheless, the jury still found them guilty and sentenced them to death. Protests rang out 
in the United States, Europe, and Latin America. Many people thought Sacco and Vanzetti were mistreated because of their 
radical beliefs; others asserted it was because they were immigrants. The poet Edna St. Vincent Millay donated proceeds from 
her poem “Justice Denied in Massachusetts” to their defense. She personally appealed to Governor Fuller of Massachusetts 
for their lives. However, after reviewing the case and interviewing Vanzetti, the governor decided to let the executions go 
forward. The two men died in the electric chair on August 23, 1927. Before he was executed, Vanzetti made a statement: “ In 
all my life I have never stole, never killed, never spilled blood. . . . We were tried during a time . . . when there was hysteria of 
resentment and hate against the people of our principles, against the foreigner. . . . I am suffering because I am a radical and 
indeed I am a radical; I have suffered because I was an Italian and indeed I am an Italian. . . . If you could execute me two 
times, and if I could be reborn two other times, I would live again to do what I have done already.” In 1961, new ballistics tests 
showed that the pistol found on Sacco was in fact the one used to murder the guard. However, there was no proof that Sacco 
had actually pulled the trigger. 
 
LABOR UNREST Another severe postwar conflict formed between labor and management. During the war, the government 
wouldn’t allow workers to strike because nothing could interfere with the war effort. The American Federation of Labor (AFL) 
pledged to avoid strikes. However, 1919 saw more than 3,000 strikes during which some 4 million workers walked off the job. 
Employers didn’t want to give raises, nor did they want employees to join unions. Some employers, either out of a sincere 
belief or because they saw a way to keep wages down, attempted to show that union members were planning a revolution. 
Employers labeled striking workers as Communists. Newspapers screamed, “Plots to Establish Communism.” Three strikes in 
particular grabbed public attention. 
 



THE BOSTON POLICE STRIKE The Boston police had not been given a raise since the beginning of World War I. Among 
their many grievances was that they had been denied the right to unionize. When representatives asked for a raise and were 
fired, the remaining policemen decided to strike. Massachusetts governor Calvin Coolidge called out the National Guard. He 
said, “There is no right to strike against the public safety by anybody, anywhere, any time.” The strike ended but members 
weren’t allowed to return to work; new policemen were hired instead. People praised Coolidge for saving Boston, if not the 
nation, from communism and anarchy. In the 1920 election he became Warren G. Harding’s vice presidential running mate. 
 
THE STEEL MILL STRIKE Workers in the steel mills wanted the right to negotiate for shorter working hours and a living 
wage. They also wanted union recognition and collective bargaining rights. In September 1919, the U.S. Steel Corporation 
refused to meet with union representatives. In response, over 300,000 workers walked off their jobs. Steel companies hired 
strikebreakers— employees who agreed to work during the strike—and used force. Striking workers were beaten by police, 
federal troops, and state militias. Then the companies instituted a propaganda campaign, linking the strikers to Communists. 
In October 1919, negotiations between labor and management produced a deadlock. President Woodrow Wilson made a 
written plea to the combative “negotiators.” The steel strike ended in January 1920. In 1923, a report on the harsh working 
conditions in steel mills shocked the public. The steel companies agreed to an eight-hour day, but the steelworkers remained 
without a union. 
 
THE COAL MINERS’ STRIKE Unionism was more successful in America’s coalfields. In 1919, the United Mine Workers of 
America, organized since 1890, got a new leader—John L. Lewis. In protest of low wages and long workdays, Lewis called 
his union’s members out on strike on November 1, 1919. Attorney General Palmer obtained a court order sending the miners 
back to work. Lewis then declared it over, but he quietly gave the word for it to continue. In defiance of the court order, the 
mines stayed closed another month. Then President Wilson appointed an arbitrator, or judge, to put an end to the dispute. 
The coal miners received a 27 percent wage increase, and John L. Lewis became a national hero. The miners, however, did 
not achieve a shorter workday and a five-day workweek until the 1930s. 
 
LABOR MOVEMENT LOSES APPEAL In spite of limited gains, the 1920s hurt the labor movement badly. Over the decade, 
union membership dropped from more than 5 million to around 3.5 million. Membership declined for several reasons: 

 much of the work force consisted of immigrants willing to work in poor conditions, 

 since immigrants spoke a multitude of languages, unions had difficulty organizing them, 

 farmers who had migrated to cities to find factory jobs were used to relying on themselves, and most unions 
excluded African Americans. 

By 1929, about 82,000 African Americans—or less than 1 percent of their population—held union memberships. By contrast, 
just over 3 percent of all whites were union members. However, African Americans joined some unions like the mine workers’, 
longshoremen’s, and railroad porters’ unions. In 1925, A. Philip Randolph founded the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters to 
help African Americans gain a fair wage. While America’s attitude toward unions was changing, so, too, was its faith in the 
presidency. 

 

Questions: 
1. Define: nativism, isolationism, communism, anarchists 
2. What issues were Americans facing at home after WWI ended? 
3. Explain what communists would put an end to and what they would replace it with. 
4. What caused the Red Scare in the United States? 
5. Explain the Palmer Raids. 
6. Who were Sacco and Vanzetti, what were they charged with, and what happened to them? 
7. For what reasons did the police of Boston strike after WWI? 
8. Why did the steel workers strike?  Were their demands met, explain? 
9. After the coal miner’s went on strike, what demands were met, and what took longer to achieve? 
10. List the reasons why labor union membership declined in the 1920s.  


