
This lesson describes the large-scale resettlement of Jews
from eastern Europe in America in the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries.  The unprecedented mass
immigration from Russia, Poland, and other lands would
drastically change the demographic, social, and religious
dynamics of American Jewry.

The turbulence in eastern Europe under the Czarist
regime, coupled with unprecedented outbreaks of anti-
Semitic pogroms, drove millions of Jews to f lee those
baleful lands and seek a new life in the Goldene Medinah.

In America, they would find a mixed welcome from their
coreligionists whose numbers they would soon dwarf.
The largesse of the earlier German-American Jews would
help these eastern European newcomers to settle in
America, even while the largely assimilated central
Europeans were aghast at their comparatively Òprimit iveÓ
confreres.

The new ŽmigrŽs Ð most of them lacking modern
education and il literate in English Ð clustered in inner-city
Òghettoes,Ó most notably New YorkÕs Lower East Side.
There they lived squalid lives in tenements and labored in
sweatshops.  

But sweeping social reform, communal institutions, and
pre-World-War-I social innovations like unions bettered
their lot in the garment trades and the other industries
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where they toiled.  Perhaps most importantly, a Jewish
commitment to education fostered a new generation of
American Jews who were prepared to engage in the
opportunit ies of their new American home.

The immigration spigot was closed following World War I.
The Òtenement JewsÓ of the Lower East Side moved into
American life.  While some achieved prominence in the
motion picture industry Ð itself a vehicle for integration
into America Ð most chose more Òtradit ionalÓ paths into
participation in the ÒAmerican dream.Ó  They attended
public universities and became members of well-paid and
respected professions across the country.

It was not only America that affected this new class of
first and second-generation immigrants; the immigrants
and their children would profoundly affect America as
they excelled in joining the leadership of every phase of
civic life.

Fr om the Tenement s to the
Professions

      Video: Show 7: Mass
Immi grati on, Into  th e
Mainstream
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PART 1

From th e Old Country : The Great
Eastern European Mi grati on
In the late nineteenth century, approximately seven million of
the worldÕs ten million Jews were living in Eastern Europe.
Polit ical upheavals and increasing anti-Semitism, much of it
state-sponsored and violent, led a substantial portion of the
Jewish population to seek a safe haven elsewhere. 

As with the earlier Central European migration, this much-
larger one was triggered by polit ical and economic turmoil Ð
this time in eastern Europe.  In the death throes of Czarist
Russia, Jewish communit ies were horribly persecuted, setting
the stage for the largest Jewish migration in history.

Millions of Jews fled to America, escaping the predations of
Europe and seeking a new life.

Most of them sailed into American waters past the Statue of
Liberty in New York Harbor and were processed into America
through Ellis Island.  Most of them never ventured very far
west of the Hudson River, but settled in the teeming streets of
lower Manhattan and, eventually, its suburbs.

Mult imedia:  Statue of Liberty

The coincidence of the dedication of the Statue of Liberty in
1886 with the peak immigration from Europe made it a symbol
of America-as-haven for the new immigrants.  This symbolism
was an ironic change in meaning from the StatueÕs original
intended message as a gift from France for AmericaÕs
Centennial.

"   Play th e Auto play to  view th e Mu lti media segment.   Then,
present th e Mu lti media panel below.

Mult imedia Panel: New Colossus

Emma Lazarus (1849-1887), the daughter of a wealthy and
long-established New York Sephardic family, wrote her famous
poem in 1883 for a fundraiser for building the Statue of
LibertyÕs base on BedloeÕs Island. 

"   Read th e panel text,  th en click on th e audio butto n.

Review and Discussion Questions

¥  What made this poem so resonant for the new immigrants?

      Statu e of Liberty

Video > The Golden Land >
Intro duction > Statu e of Liberty >
Explore Topic > Play
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¥  How did it change the original intent of the French for the
Statue?

¥  How does Emma LazarusÕs poem sound today?  

¥  Are there distinctive Jewish ÒsoundsÓ in the poem? 

Video:  Show 7: Mass Immigration, Coming to America

In the four decades following 1880, America experienced a
massive inf lux of twenty-five million immigrants, an
unprecedented phenomenon that increased the population by
50 percent.  The two million-plus eastern European Jews
ultimately swamped the established community of less than a
half-million American German Jews and the tiny older
Sephardic community.

"   Play th is video segment unti l Ò....bound fo r th e island of
Manhatta n.Ó

Review and Discussion Question

¥  Jews comprised about 10 percent of the migration, while
only being a percent or two of the European population.
Why were Jews disproportionately represented in this great
migration?

      Mass Immi grati on, Coming to
America

Video > The Golden Land > Mass
Immi grati on > Coming to  America
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PART 2

Challenges fo r th e New Immi grants
The immigrants did not arrive to find an easy environment.
They faced many challenges:
¥  The challenge of housing
¥  The challenge of earning a living
¥  The challenge of a land that was secularly seductive to their

children

Video:  Show 7: Mass Immigration, Tenement Life

The Challeng e of Housing : Horrific tenement life and the
social decay in these neighborhoods were almost natural
consequences of the packing of so many new immigrants with
limited skil ls and education into so crammed a space in New
York and other cit ies.

"   Play th e video segment to  Ò....no place to  washÓ

Mult imedia:  Tenement Life

The Challeng e of a Secular Life: In contrast to the poverty,
the new life and possibil it ies that were offered to many Jewish
children challenged family customs and the Old-World ways of
the ÒGreenhorns.Ó  A generation gap progressively grew,
between European, Yiddish-acculturated parents rooted in
tradit ion (both social and religious) and their children who
were eager to partake in AmericaÕs distinctive cultural forms
and opportunit ies. 

"   Play th e Auto play

"   Then, play th e segments on Wi sdom,  Basebal l , and
Happine ss fro m th e panels th at fo llow.

Review and Discussion Questions

¥  What do these segments say about the subtlety with which
ÒAmericaÓ subverted the perpetuation of a transplanted
shtetl life?

¥  What effects on the family might be expected in a
tradit ional Jewish population in which youngsters become
Òthe expertsÓ?

¥  What is packed in the young ladyÕs desire for Òhappiness?Ó

      Mass Immi grati on, Tenement
Life

Video > The Golden Land > Mass
Immi grati on > Tenement Life
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Video:  Show 7: Tenement Life/Clothing Trades

The Challeng e of Earning  a Liv ing : Subsistence piecework
in the garment trades was the main occupation of the new
immigrants.  A leftist, labor-oriented Jewish press, supporting
the immigrant laborers, arose.  In the lead was the Jewish Daily
Forward.

"   Play th e video segment to  Ò...giving practical adviceÓ

Review and Discussion Questions

¥  What stresses would emerge in families forced to live life in
the tenements?

¥  Why would socialist ideology have been particularly
appealing to these immigrants?

      Tenement Life /Cloth ing Trades

Video > The Golden Land > Mass
Immi grati on > Tenement Life  > Play
fro m previously paused locati on
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PART 3

The Creati ve Vibrancy of th e New
Jewi sh-American Commu nity
The new immigrants built their own new and vibrant society
in New York, as well as in other urban centers across the
country.  Yiddish culture transformed itself in the journey to
America.  And the roots as laborers and European Labor Bund
members and organizers made them leaders in the fight for
workersÕ rights in America. 

These new immigrants would be welcomed with a
combination of generosity and more than a bit of
embarrassment, by their German coreligionists.  They built on
German-Jewish institutions and benefited from German-led
relief and acculturation societies, but created entirely new
social patterns and institutions of their own.

Video:  Show 7: Mass Immigration, Trade Unions

Immigrant life for many Jews, especially the Russian maskilim
and the former Bundists, included social activism and coping
with the often-exploitative workplaces where Jews found
employment. Jews were key participants and leaders in the
birth of the urban labor movement in the United States,
especially in garment-trade related unions like the ILGWU.

The tragedy and outrage of the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory fire
was the disaster that whipped a nascent union movement into
militancy in New York, and great negotiating wisdom coupled
with a sense of social justice propelled Louis Brandeis from
arbitrator to Supreme Court Justice. 

"   Play to  Ò...all fu tu re labor confl icts in AmericaÓ

Video:  Show 7: Mass Immigration, Yiddish Culture

As the Yiddish-speaking community grew and was exposed to
American cultural forms, a distinctively modern and vigorous
Yiddish-American culture emerged.  This cultural evolution
provided an engine for Jewish integration into the mainstream
of American society.

"   Play to  Ò...how to  become Americans insteadÓ

Review and Discussion Question

¥  How did the artistic and cultural emergence of Jews in these
American art forms enhance Jewish-American engagement
in the mainstream culture?

      Mass Immi grati on, Trade Unions

Video > The Golden Land > Mass
Immi grati on > Trade Unions
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PART 4

The End of th e Great Mi grati on
The aftermath of World War I brought domestic chaos to the
United States.  Concerned about anarchists and Communists Ð
both disproportionately represented among Jewish, Italian, and
other members of the recent f lood of immigration Ð American
nativists successfully fought to shut the door to newcomers.

The drastic restrictions on immigration promulgated in 1924
were to have an impact on Jews in the next decade.  The
quotas that were established and maintained would preclude
mass immigration during the 1930s, when Jews desperately
sought to escape Europe during the rise of the Third Reich.

Video:  Show 7: The Great Migration, The Golden Door
Closes 

World War I created a massive refugee crisis in Europe, as well
as economic upheaval in the US and around the world.  The
Russian Revolution led to American domestic fears of
communist revolution and violent anarchy.  

The public reaction to the labor unrest and the sympathies of
some recent immigrants, many of them Jewish, to revolutionary
change resulted in the imposition of strict limits on
immigration in the 1920s.

"   Play th e video segment to  Ò....fe lt th at th ey th emselves were
being atta ckedÓ

Review and Discussion Question

¥  Why did America feel so threatened by recent immigrants,
including Jews?

Historical Document : Restrictive Immigration Quotas

Xenophobes in Congress imposed strict limits on immigration,
using absurd measures of base-populations to achieve the
desired results of keeping out ÒundesirableÓ populations from
eastern and southern Europe.  The 1924 law, by its Òcensus
subterfuge,Ó made clear the intent of the immigration reform:
the closing of the door to the sources of the most recent
immigrant populations: southern (Italian) and eastern
(Russian/Polish) peoples.

"   Note th e dif ference in th e census bases used in th e 1921 law
(i.e., th e most-recent census of 1910) versus th at used in th e
1924 law (th e obsolete 1890 census, which refl ected a far
smaller eastern-European immi grant populati on-base).

      The Great Mi grati on, The Golden
Door Closes

Video > The Golden Land > Mass
Immi grati on > The Golden Door
Closes
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PART 5

From th e Tenements to  th e 
Silver Screen
The millions of Jews already in America had, even before the
Great War, made their presence known in many rising
industries.

Hollywood was one place that Jews established their mark.
The purely visual silent movie enabled newcomers to learn
about American society, and the frontier-era nature of mass
entertainment proved ideal for the blooming of Jewish talent
in all facets of the emerging entertainment industries.

Mult imedia:  Hollywood

Most of the new arrivals lived in the cramped tenement
neighborhoods of big cit ies; their American universe was often
limited to immigrant neighborhoods.  But a wonderful new
mass-medium Ð silent movies Ð presented a broader, if
sometimes mythic, picture of American life, love, ideals, and
success.

"   Play th e Auto play to  view th e Mu lti media segment.

Review and Discussion Question

¥  Were silent films descriptive or prescriptive of normative
American society?

Video:  Show 7: Mass Immigration, Hollywood

The start-up phase of the motion-picture industry coincided
with the great eastern-European migration.  Jews participated
wholeheartedly and disproportionately in the growth of this
industry, both in front of and behind the cameras.  In so doing,
they were able to use the medium to shape the American
culture to which they were relative newcomers.

"   Play th is video segment unti l Ò....oth er path s into  th e
mainstream of American life .Ó

Review and Discussion Questions

¥  Why were Jews disproportionately represented in this new
industry?

¥  Despite the prominent role of Jews in the studios and on
the soundstages, relatively few movies of the period
between the wars dealt in any explicit way with Jewish
themes or Jewish characters.  Why?

      Hollywo od

Video > The Golden Land > Mass
Immi grati on > Hollywood > Explore
Topic > Play
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PART 6

From th e Tenements to  th e Professions
The majority of Jews followed a now-familiar path out of the
slums of New York and other cit ies.  They accessed the
remarkable public-education resources of their new home,
achieving college degrees in all disciplines and emerging as
pil lars of the emerging twentieth-century middle class.

Video:  Show 7: Mass Immigration, Into the Mainstream

A large number of Jews decided to pursue careers in the hard
and soft sciences and the professions. Their avid pursuit of
education was rewarded by increasing prominence in all
phases of American life.  The American Jewish community
emerged as a potent polit ical and social force in the tapestry of
the country.

"   Play th e video segment unti l Ò...been shaped by th e America
th ey called th e Golden Land.Ó

"   Note: If showing th e video with out capti ons (i.e., in one of
th e larger screen-modes), review th e faces befo rehand to
identi fy th e characters th at appear in th e gallery in th is
segment.

Review and Discussion Questions

¥  Are there other notables you would add to the gallery on
the film?

¥  How did our own local community develop and consolidate
during this period?

¥  To what extent did our local communityÕs evolution match
or inf luence the larger trends across the country regarding
Jewish communal development and assimilation?

Pointers to the Next Session

As American Jews found a generally generous new home in
their new land, Europe was brewing unforeseen horrors for
the Jews who remained there.

Communist Russia turned out to be hardly a workersÕ paradise,
and Jews there found themselves in a hostile environment Ð
sometimes singled out as a ÒbourgeoisÓ element but often
incidental victims of StalinÕs lunatic policies.

But the rise of fascism posed the greatest threat.  Hit lerÕs rise to
power in Germany cast a shadow of death over central Europe,

      Mass Immi grati on, Into  th e
Mainstream

Video > The Golden Land > Mass
Immi grati on > Into  th e Mainstream
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and his insane quest for world power would soon bring misery
and destruction to all of civil ization Ð and especially to his
special target: the Jews.


