
INTOLERANCE IN THE 1920s 
Fear of Communists and Anarchists 

 
After World War I, some people in America were scared by ideas coming out of Europe.  If you recall, 

Russia had to drop out of World War I to fight its own Communist Revolution.   Under communism, most 
property and goods are owned by the government.   People are expected to share.  That sounds fine, 
especially for poor people who feel that sharing would make things fairer.  The problem is that communist 
systems do not work unless forced upon the people.  Instead of creating more equality and fairness, it leads 
to governments having too much power and many people living in poverty.  After World War I, some 
Americans were scared that communists wanted to take over the United States.  While there were some 
communists in this country, they were not successful in gaining power. 

 During the same time period, there were also anarchists in America. Anarchists don’t believe in 
government at all.  When anarchists saw poverty, war and evil, they thought this was the fault of government.  
Some believed that the answer was to do away with all governments.  A few tried setting off bombs intended to 
kill government leaders.  In fact, President McKinley had been assassinated by an anarchist.  

Many Americans became frightened by communism and anarchy.  Some government officials began 
to identify communists and anarchists living in America by raiding people’s homes, clubs, union halls, and 
coffee shops in search of them.  At one point, nearly 5,000 people were rounded 
up, held in jail, not allowed to call anyone and treated terribly.  Those without 
citizenship papers were sent out of the country—to Russia. 

Communists were sometimes called “reds,” named after the color of the 
communist flag.  This time period in America right after World War I was called the 
Red Scare.  Americans were not free to speak out about communism or to criticize 
the government. 

Fear of outsiders in the 1920s was highlighted by the Sacco and Vanzetti 
case.  Nicola Sacco and Bartolommeo Vanzetti were two Italian immigrants 
arrested for robbery and murder in 1920.  The two men admitted to being 
anarchists but insisted they had committed no crime.  A jury convicted them, 
however.  Sacco and Vanzetti were then sentenced to death.  This trial created anger across the nation.  
The evidence against the two men was limited, but the judge was openly prejudiced against them. 

4. Why do you think so many Americans feared communists and anarchists in the years after World War I? 

___________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________ 

5. Do you agree with how the government and the courts handled these fears?  Explain. 

___________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________ 

1. What is communism, and how does it differ from the U.S. system of government? 

____________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

2. Why do you think some people, especially the poor, might support the idea of communism? 

____________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

3. What is anarchism?  How does it differ from communism?   

___________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 



INTOLERANCE IN THE 1920s 

The Ku Klux Klan 
 

The fear of change gave an opportunity for 
the rebirth of the Ku Klux Klan.  The original K.K.K. 
aimed at former black slaves immediately after the 
Civil War.  Some blacks continued to be persecuted by 
the newly revived K.K.K.  The Klan was an organization 
of white native born Protestants who, in the 1920s, 
targeted mainly Jewish and Catholic immigrants.  
During this resurgence, members of the Klan burned 
crosses outside people’s homes, used lynchings and 
whippings to terrorize African Americans and 
immigrants.  They strongly favored nativist ideas and 
wanted to have strict limits on immigration.  

 
 

 
 
 

INTOLERANCE IN THE 1920s 

The Scopes Trial 
 

      Some Americans in the 1920s were also intolerant of new scientific ideas.  This was especially true in 
small towns, were people tended to be more religious and wanted to live by traditional values.  John 
Scopes was a high school biology teacher in Dayton, Tennessee.  He was arrested and brought to court 
because he violated a law in Tennessee which stated teaching Darwin’s theory of evolution was illegal.  
Evolution is the scientific theory which claims that all life evolved, or developed, from simpler forms 
over a long period of time.  Some religious leaders rejected evolution, saying it denied the word of the 
Bible.  The lawyers for Scopes said his right to teach evolution was protected by the First Amendment.  
Scopes was found guilty for teaching evolution, but only had to pay a minor fine and served no jail time.  

“America is a garbage can!  When the hordes (large numbers) of the aliens walk to the ballot box and their votes 
outnumber yours, then that alien horde has gotten you by the throat…” 

-William J. Simmons (Grand Wizard of the second Ku Klux Klan) 

6. Why do you think the Ku Klux Klan gained more popularity in the 1920s?  

___________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________ 

7. Although their ideas are hateful, why is the K.K.K. still allowed to hold rallies like the one pictured above? 

___________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________ 

8. Do you agree with the outcome of the Scopes Trial?  Explain. 

___________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________ 


