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HISTORIANS of American foreign relations are continuing to 
expand the ways in which they approach the Cold War.1  The range 
of perspectives has evolved thanks to the influence of emerging 
fields and new emphases in history.  The variety of historical 
perspectives increased dramatically soon after the Cold War ended, 
with the release of previously classified historical documents.  The 
end of the Cold War revealed the many ways in which the conflict 
was a protracted global war.  But it also brought a renewed focus 
on the domestic implications of Cold War foreign policy for the 
United States, with researchers delving into topics such as the 
impact of Cold War policies on state and local governments, the 
national economy, politics, culture and society, and race relations.2  
This opening of new historical perspectives provides teachers and 
faculty with an opportunity to approach teaching the Cold War with 
new pedagogies.3

One area that has yet to be explored in great depth, even though 
it goes to the heart of an enduring feature of U.S. foreign relations, 
is the close association between foreign policy and immigration 
policy.4  Venturing into this territory promises to tell us a great deal 
The History Teacher    Volume 51  Number 4    August 2018 © Society for History Education



662 Kimber M. Quinney

about U.S. foreign affairs, about the Cold War, about the centrality 
of immigration in the nation’s history, and about shifting notions 
of U.S. identity and changing attitudes toward “the other.”  This 
article outlines a pedagogical approach that explores the ways in 
which U.S. immigration legislation was shaped by the ideological 
and political context of the early Cold War era.  The modules and 
sources included herein are aimed primarily at eleventh- and twelfth-
grade students of U.S. history-social science (including government 
and civics) and undergraduate students of U.S. history.5

Teaching about the history of the Cold War through a lens of 
immigration underscores the notion that immigration policy is 
inexorably linked to foreign policy and that the diversity of the U.S. 
population is a consequence of U.S. global interventions and policies.  
From 1945 to 1965, changes in immigration legislation reflected the 
changing attitudes toward the Soviet Union and what was perceived 
to be an existential Communist threat.  During the early Cold War, 
U.S. foreign policies and actions directly shaped the identity of 
Americans.  The U.S.-Soviet rivalry and the multiple proxy wars that 
were fought in the name of anti-Communism had a direct impact on 
the increasingly diverse population of the United States.

Immigrants and the Bomb

The stage for the Cold War was set by the development of the 
atomic bomb, which was the product of immigrant ingenuity.  
Discussion of the development of the bomb is thus a good place to 
begin to introduce the relationship between immigration and the 
Cold War, as students are often unaware of the multinational team 
that made the Manhattan Project possible.

The first scientist to begin to articulate the need for the United 
States to develop the bomb in order to counter a German weapon 
was Italian-born physicist Enrico Fermi, a winner of the Nobel Prize 
for Physics, who fled Fascist Italy shortly after receiving the award.6  
Fermi was joined by Hungarian-born scientist Leó Szilárd, who then 
contacted the German-born Albert Einstein.  Einstein, Szilárd, and 
Russian-born Alexander Sachs drafted a letter to President Franklin 
D. Roosevelt to warn him that the Germans had the potential to 
develop an atomic bomb.7  This correspondence is often said to have 
launched the Manhattan Project.8  The letter serves as an excellent 
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primary source document for analysis.  The scientists bring to the 
attention of the administration the dangerous potential of “a nuclear 
chain reaction in a large mass of uranium” and recommend that 
the administration maintain contact with the physicists who were 
exploring this technology.9

Even before this historic conversation that would change the 
world and define the arms race as a central aspect of the Cold War, 
the theoretical groundwork for the Manhattan Project had been laid 
by European refugees who had immigrated to the United States 
between 1930 and 1937.  Among the group of immigrant scientists 
who made the most significant contributions were Eugene Wigner 
(Hungary), George Gamow (Russia), Felix Bloch (Switzerland), 
Hans Bethe (Germany), Edward Teller (Hungary), and Victor 
Weisskopf (Austria).  Collectively, their theoretical work opened 
the door for Niels Bohr (Denmark) and Enrico Fermi to make their 
breakthrough with respect to nuclear fission.10

What set these particular scientists apart?  Of course, they were 
among the most brilliant physicists in the world, acknowledges 
Laura Fermi, daughter of Enrico Fermi, in Illustrious Immigrants 
(1968).  But she also asserts that the scientists’ immigrant status had a 
tremendous impact on their tenacity and committment to the project:

The determination to defend America at all costs spurred the 
newcomers no less than the Americans, and the European-born 
may have come to this determination somewhat earlier than the 
native-born, driven by stronger personal emotions.  The picture of 
their country under Nazi power in the event of a German victory 
was something the Americans could imagine only with difficulty.…
And if America failed them, where would they go?  It was not only 
gratitude to the country that had offered them asylum or pride in their 
new citizenship but also the fear of dictators that drove them to work 
to the limit of their physical and mental endurance.11

The Atomic Heritage Foundation has launched a major project 
to identify and describe the approximately half-million people who 
were involved in the Manhattan Project, and provides a set of lesson 
plans for teaching about the atomic bomb more generally.12  Directly 
relevant to teaching the Cold War through the lens of immigration 
are oral histories posted at the Atomic Heritage Foundation website 
that capture the voices of the European refugees who worked on the 
project.13  Providing students with an opportunity to recognize the 
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crucial role that immigrants played in development of the atomic 
bomb—and thus in defining the Cold War from the very beginning—
allows for an immediate and obvious connection between the Cold 
War and immigration.  This point of departure works well to frame 
the remainder of the discussion as it transitions into the Cold War era.

President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s death in April 1945 left Vice 
President Harry Truman at the helm at a crucial moment in world 
history.  It was Truman who would ultimately decide to drop two 
atomic bombs on Japan in August 1945.  And, although historians 
debate the origins and chronology of the Cold War, most agree that 
the Cold War began during the Truman administration.

Figure 1:  “Truman’s Handwriting on the Back of a Potsdam Photograph 
Describing Telling Stalin about the Atomic Bomb,” photograph (of postcard), July 
19, 1945, Harry S. Truman Presidential Library and Museum, Truman Library 
Photographs, Accession Number: 63-1456-46A, <https://www.trumanlibrary.
org/photographs/view.php?id=14584>.  The Truman Library description reads: 
“In which I tell Stalin we expect to drop the most powerful explosive ever made 
on the Japanese.  He smiled and said he appreciated my telling him—but he did 
not know what I was talking about—the Atomic Bomb!  HST.”
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One of the turning points in U.S.-Soviet relations is the Potsdam 
Conference in July 1945, where Truman encountered Soviet leader 
Josef Stalin.  Truman later recounted that he had bragged to Stalin 
that “the world’s most powerful bomb” had been developed by the 
United States.  Truman’s notes on the back of a postcard sent from 
the Potsdam meeting (Figure 1) is a useful primary visual source for 
student analysis because it underscores Truman’s confidence in the 
bomb’s ability to intimidate.  After learning more about the conference, 
however, students will recognize that such confidence was misplaced.14  
Indeed, Stalin knew about the Manhattan Project as early as 1941—
before Truman did.15  The diplomatic encounter between Truman 
and his Soviet ally at Potsdam reminds students that the U.S.-Soviet 
relationship would erode quickly in the years immediately following 
the end of the war.  Most historians concur that by 1947, the United 
States had transitioned from a Soviet ally to a rival.

Cold War Immigration Policy in the Truman Era

As a direct consequence of World War II, the first immigration 
legislation adopted in the Cold War era was the Displaced Persons 
Act of 1948, which was designed to admit displaced refugees 
who had been forced to flee persecution from totalitarian regimes 
during the war.  The law set a quota of 200,000 refugees to enter the 
United States over two years.16  The 1948 law related primarily—
but not exclusively—to refugees who were displaced by war and 
were fearful to return to their home countries of Germany, Austria, 
and Italy—but also to Communist-dominated nations, such as 
Czechoslovakia.17  Harry Truman reluctantly signed the bill, calling 
it “flagrantly discriminatory.”  Students would benefit from reading 
Truman’s statement to Congress regarding the president’s profound 
disappointment in the bill because of the apparent bias against, and 
thus exclusion of, Jewish refugees displaced by Fascism and Catholic 
refugees displaced by Communism.18  The Displaced Persons Act of 
1948 was an early indication of post-war U.S. immigration policy: 
by 1950, as the Cold War intensified, the focus on immigration to 
the United States had shifted from protecting people from Fascism 
to protecting them from Communism.

Provoked in large part by the North Korean invasion of South 
Korea, the Internal Security Act of 1950 marked the flowering 



666 Kimber M. Quinney

of “anti-red” sentiment and a concern to combat the Communist 
threat from within.19  This act, also known as the McCarran Act 
of 1950 (it is best not to refer to this legislation as the “McCarran 
Act” so as to avoid confusion with the McCarran-Walter Act of 
1952, described below), required all Communist organizations 
in the United States to register with the United States Attorney 
General.  The Subversive Activities Control Act of 1950 (Title 
I of the Internal Security Act of 1950) established the Subversive 
Activities Control Board (SACB) to investigate persons suspected 
of engaging in subversive activities or otherwise promoting the 
establishment of a “totalitarian dictatorship.”20

The wording of the SACB’s mandate provides an excellent primary 
source for interpretation.  Take, for instance, the following excerpt:

(e) It shall be the duty of the Board—
(1) upon application made by the Attorney General under 

section 13 (a) of this title, or by any organization under section 
13 (b) of this title, to determine whether any organization is a 
“Communist-action organization” within the meaning of paragraph 
(3) of section 3 of this title, or a “Communist-front organization” 
within the meaning of paragraph (4) of section 3 of this title; and

(2) upon application made by the Attorney General under section 
13 (a) of this title, or by any individual under section 13 (b) of 
this title, to determine whether any individual is a member of any 
Communist-action organization registered, or by final order of the 
Board required to be registered, under section 7 (a) of this title.21

Provided with additional scaffolding, students can discuss the 
differences between a “Communist-action” and “Communist-front” 
organization.  The Internal Security Act was generally concerned 
with organizations “established and utilized in various countries, 
acting under such control, direction, and discipline, [that] endeavor 
to carry out the objectives of the world Communist movement 
by bringing about the overthrow of existing governments by 
any available means.”  More specifically, “Communist-action 
organization” was defined as “any organization in the United 
States…[which] is substantially directed, dominated, or controlled 
by the foreign government or foreign organization controlling 
the world Communist movement…[and] operates primarily to 
advance the objectives of such world Communist movement.”  A 
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“Communist-front organization” was defined as “any organization in 
the United States…[which] is substantially directed, dominated, or 
controlled by a Communist-action organization…[and] is primarily 
operated for the purpose of giving aid and support to a Communist-
action organization, a Communist foreign government, or the world 
Communist movement.”22

Students can be invited to analyze the text of the act further, 
focusing on the language that pertains directly to the threat of 
Communism and to the perceived need to restrict immigration:

(12) The Communist network in the United States is inspired 
and controlled in large part by foreign agents who are sent into the 
United States ostensibly as attachés of foreign legations, affiliates of 
international organizations, members of trading commissions, and in 
similar capacities, but who use their diplomatic or semidiplomatic 
status as a shield behind which to engage in activities prejudicial to 
the public security.

(13) There are, under our present immigration laws, numerous 
aliens who have been found to be deportable, many of whom are in 
the subversive, criminal, or immoral classes who are free to roam 
the country at will without supervision or control.

(14) One device for infiltration by Communists is by procuring 
naturalization for disloyal aliens who use their citizenship as a badge 
for admission into the fabric of our society.23

Through analysis of this primary source document, students can 
consider the perception of the immigrant’s worthiness to become 
American as conveyed in this legislation, paying particular attention 
to the meaning of the phrase “subversive, criminal, or immoral 
classes who are free to roam the country at will without supervision 
or control.”

Students might also discuss the democratic legitimacy of requiring 
registration of political activism with the SACB.24  The historical 
pattern of government curtailment of civil liberties during war is 
repeated in the case of the early Cold War.  Students will learn that, 
once identified and found guilty by association, members of the 
groups accused by the Board could not become citizens; in some 
cases, they were prevented from entering or leaving the country.  
Moreover, American citizens who were identified as members of 
these groups could be “denaturalized”—stripped of their citizenship.
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Figure 2:  “Will You Register Under the McCarran Act?” poster, Delaware 
Valley Committee for Democratic Rights, circa 1961, Wikipedia, <https://
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:61-mccarranact-poster.jpg>.



Teaching the History of the Cold War through the Lens of Immigration 669

A very different source reading that represents a creative critique 
of the Internal Security Act is a poem by Pulitzer Prize-winning poet 
Richard Wilbur, titled “Speech for Repeal of the McCarran Act” 
(1951).  The poem is critical of the legislation, especially because 
of its restrictions on intellectual freedom:

…Let thought be free. I speak
Of the spirit’s weaving, the neural
Web.  The self-true mind, the trusty reflex.25

Wilbur, a World War II veteran, depicts the Cold War as a non-
traditional, opaque war that is stealthily undermining individual 
freedoms in the United States.

According to the Emergency Detention Act of 1950 (Title II of 
the Internal Security Act of 1950),26 the president could “declare 
an ‘Internal Security Emergency’ in the event of an invasion of the 
territory of the United States or its possessions, a declaration of war 
by Congress, or insurrection within the United States in aid of a 
foreign enemy, where the president deemed implementation of the 
measures ‘essential to the preservation, protection and defense of 
the Constitution.’”27

President Harry Truman attempted to veto Title II of the Internal 
Security Act, but his veto was overridden by Congress.  Another 
extraordinary primary source for students to analyze is Truman’s 
speech criticizing the legislation.  In his rejection of the law, Truman 
asserted, “We need not fear the expression of ideas—we do need to 
fear their suppression.”28  Students can be invited to analyze a primary 
visual source in conjunction with discussion of the Internal Security 
Act: a 1961 poster that protests against the law, proclaiming that the 
act violates civil liberties (Figure 2).  This poster will help provoke 
discussion regarding the tensions between government’s provision 
of civil defense and government’s guarantee of civil liberties.

Two years later, the Immigration and Nationality Act of 1952, 
also known as the McCarran-Walter Act of 1952, was passed.29  
This important legislation demonstrates clearly the relationship 
between the Cold War and immigration policy.  Indeed, the Office 
of the Historian in the U.S. Department of State describes the 
domestic political tensions apparent in the legislation: “Situated in 
the early years of the Cold War, the debate over the revision of U.S. 
immigration law demonstrated a division between those interested in 
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the relationship between immigration and foreign policy, and those 
linking immigration to concerns over national security.”30

Proposed by a Republican senator from Nevada, Pat McCarran, 
and a Democratic representative from Pennsylvania, Francis Walter, 
the law represented a comprehensive reform of 1924 immigration 
and naturalization legislation.31  As summarized in classroom 
materials on immigration provided by the Library of Congress, “the 
act also reaffirm[ed] [the] national origins quota system, limit[ed] 
immigration from the Eastern Hemisphere while leaving the Western 
Hemisphere unrestricted, establish[ed] preferences for skilled 
workers and relatives of U.S. citizens and permanent resident aliens; 
and tighten[ed] security and screening standards and procedures.”32  
This reform of the 1924 immigration legislation was intended to 
protect the United States from the Communist threat posed by 
immigrants coming from the Soviet Union, Eastern Europe, and Asia.

Senator McCarran’s speech to the Senate on March 2, 1953 in 
defense of the legislation provides another valuable primary source 
for student analysis.  In this excerpt, McCarran defends the law:

I believe that this nation is the last hope of Western civilization and 
if this oasis of the world shall be overrun, perverted, contaminated 
or destroyed, then the last flickering light of humanity will be 
extinguished.  I take no issue with those who would praise the 
contributions which have been made to our society by people of 
many races, of varied creeds and colors.  America is indeed a joining 
together of many streams which go to form a mighty river which we 
call the American way.  However, we have in the United States today 
hard-core, indigestible blocs which have not become integrated into 
the American way of life, but which, on the contrary are its deadly 
enemies.  Today, as never before, untold millions are storming our 
gates for admission and those gates are cracking under the strain.  The 
solution of the problems of Europe and Asia will not come through 
a transplanting of those problems en masse to the United States.33

Students can be invited to consider what political, economic, and 
social factors led McCarran to proclaim that “untold millions are 
storming our gates for admission and those gates are cracking under 
the strain.”  What was the number of immigrants entering the country 
in 1952?  And from which nations were they originating?  What 
evidence exists to suggest that the gates were “cracking under the 
strain” of immigration?
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President Truman vetoed the 1952 immigration bill, as he had done 
with the Emergency Detention Act of 1950.  Once again, Truman’s 
veto was overridden by Congress (in a vote of 278 to 113 in the 
House, and 57 to 26 in the Senate).34  Truman’s denunciation of the 
legislation is yet another stimulating source for analysis.  He begins 
by acknowledging that the ostensible purpose of the legislation is to 
protect the nation against being flooded by immigrants from Eastern 
Europe.  But Truman rejects this claim as preposterous:

We do not need to be protected against immigrants from these 
countries.  On the contrary we want to stretch out a helping hand, to 
save those who have managed to flee into Western Europe, to succor 
those who are brave enough to escape from barbarism, to welcome 
and restore them against the day when their countries will, as we 
hope, be free again….In no other realm of our national life are we 
so hampered and stultified by the dead hand of the past, as we are 
in this field of immigration.35

In January 1953, prior to leaving office, Truman would endorse a 
specially commissioned report entitled “Whom Shall We Welcome?” 
that called for reform of the national origins immigration policies 
established in 1924.36  Although President Truman praised the report, 
it was strongly repudiated by members of Congress.  Nonetheless, 
the report would prove valuable in the following decade, serving as 
a solid foundation for the immigration reform legislation of 1965.

Cold War Immigration Policy in the Eisenhower Era

Under President Dwight D. Eisenhower’s leadership, the Refugee 
Relief Act of 1953 was passed.37  The intended effect of the law was 
distinctly different from that of the Displaced Persons Act of 1948, 
even though only five years separated the two pieces of legislation; 
for this reason, students would do well to compare and contrast the 
two laws, and ask what political and sociocultural changes might 
explain their differences.  Eisenhower’s characterization of the 1953 
legislation provides an opportunity for students to identify ways in 
which the law is situated in the context of the Cold War:

In enacting this legislation, we are giving a new chance in life to 
214,000 fellow humans.  This action demonstrates again America’s 
traditional concern for the homeless, the persecuted and the less 
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fortunate of other lands.  It is a dramatic contrast to the tragic events 
taking place in East Germany and in other captive nations.
This legislation also offers encouragement to the other friendly 
nations which are today affording asylum to refugees and escapees.  
It is my hope that, in our action, by our direct participation with 
them in this great humanitarian work, we are giving them cause to 
continue their efforts with renewed enthusiasm.38

The law invites comparison with contemporary U.S. refugee policies, 
given the current humanitarian refugee crisis.  Students might 
respond to an essential question such as “What are the similarities 
and differences to the current international refugee crisis?”

Eisenhower’s attention was also focused on Asia, particularly 
Korea.  The United States is home to the largest Korean population 
in the world, outside of Asia.  Yet the Refugee Relief Act of 1953 
did not apply to North Koreans seeking refuge from Communism.  
According to the 1951 Convention Related to the Status of Refugees 
issued by the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 
(UNHCR), “the term ‘refugee’ shall apply to any person who:”

(1) Has been considered a refugee under…[previous specified 
conventions];

(2) As a result of events occurring before 1 January 1951 and 
owing to well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, 
religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or 
political opinion, is outside the country of his nationality and is unable 
or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the protection 
of that country; or who, not having a nationality and being outside 
the country of his former habitual residence as a result of such events, 
is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to return to it.39

According to Article 1 A (2), paragraph 2 of the 1951 convention, 
in order for dual nationals to be considered refugees, they must 
have a well-founded fear of persecution in both countries.40  North 
Koreans were also citizens of South Korea, and because they could 
not claim a well-founded fear of persecution in South Korea, were 
not classified as refugees.41

In addition to his focus on Communist Europe and on Asia, 
Eisenhower was also concerned about American borders.  Operation 
Wetback is the name given to the 1954 policy issued by the 
Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS) to control illegal 
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movements across the U.S.-Mexico border.  Discussion of the policy 
invites students to make connections between national security, 
border security, the globalization of the Cold War to contested 
areas outside of Europe, and Cold War attitudes within the United 
States toward immigration.  It also offers an excellent opportunity 
to discuss contemporary government policies toward Mexico and 
Mexican immigration to the United States.

A provocative way to begin the discussion is to spotlight the name 
of the law.  The term “wetback” was apparently first published in a 
news report by The New York Times on June 20, 1920.  The article, 
titled “Welcomed Mexican Invasion: Thousands of Families Crossing 
the Border to Till the Soil and Otherwise Build Up the Southwest,” 
celebrates the influx of Mexican immigrants into Texas, crediting that 
state’s booming agricultural economy to much-needed and much-
appreciated Mexican labor.  The report quoted the word “wetback,” 
as it was used in Texas, explaining, “In the Laredo district alone, a 
speaker at a business men’s dinner recently estimated that between 
10,000 and 15,000 of these ‘wetbacks,’ as they are called because 
of their method of entry, had crossed into Texas in that time.”42  The 
fact that this term was used thirty years later as the official name 
of President Eisenhower’s immigration policy should give students 
pause.  The use of this racial slur is a telling indication of the social 
attitudes that prevailed toward Mexican immigrants in the 1950s 
in spite of the Bracero Program (1942-1964), which legally invited 
Mexican seasonal workers into the United States (see Figure 3).43

Little evidence exists to explain Eisenhower’s motivations for 
launching Operation Wetback.  One theory is that, because of general 
concerns raised by Senator J. William Fulbright and others with 
regard to “unethical behavior” in government, a subcommittee was 
established to promote government-wide ethics changes.44  In the 
context of discussing unethical behavior in government, Eisenhower 
sent a letter to Fulbright in which he referred to a March 27, 1951 
article in The New York Times that reported on illegal immigration 
(and again employs the slur).  The article begins, “The rise in illegal 
border-crossing by Mexican ‘wetbacks’ to a current rate of more 
than 1,000,000 cases a year has been accompanied by a curious 
relaxation in ethical standards extending all the way from the farmer-
exploiters of this contraband labor to the highest levels of the Federal 
Government.”45  The presidential election year was approaching and 
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Eisenhower was setting the stage for an administration that would 
come to be known for its rigorous ethical standards—including 
halting illegal immigration that benefited big business.

But another rationale for Eisenhower’s crackdown on illegal 
immigration into the United States was the threat posed by Soviet 
“red spy rings” (which were believed to be facilitated via the Soviet 
embassy in Mexico City) and by Communism in the Americas at 

Figure 3:  “Mexican workers recruited and brought to the Arkansas valley, 
Colorado, Nebraska and Minnesota by the FSA (Farm Security Administration), 
to harvest and process sugar beets under contract with the Inter-mountain 
Agricultural Improvement Association,” photograph, May 1943, Farm 
Security Administration - Office of War Information Photograph Collection, 
Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division, <https://www.loc.gov/
item/2017872353/>.  Below the men, the writing on the railroad car reads, “de 
las democracias sera la victoria”—which is translated literally as “from the 
democracies will be the victory.”
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large, particularly in Guatemala.46  In June 1950, in the first of a 
six-part series on the growing Communist threat in Central America, 
The New York Times reported, “Thus far, only in Guatemala…has 
the Communist party succeeded in entrenching itself….But in all 
the other Central American republics there exists an underground 
Communist network tied to Guatemala and through it to Communist 
Latin American headquarters in Mexico City and Havana, which, 
through the Soviet Communist party’s Communist Information 
Bureau, are linked to Moscow.”47

Eisenhower responded to such fears with Operation Wetback, 
which was launched in May 1954.  Eisenhower appointed retired 
General Joseph Swing, a former West Point classmate, to become 
the Immigration and Naturalization Service Commissioner.  The 
INS claimed the program was responsible for more than one million 
illegal immigrant  apprehensions, though the number is disputed 
by historians.48

Eisenhower’s decision to take quick action to tighten the border 
and to deport illegal immigrants from Mexico in 1954 is a policy that 
invites analysis from a different perspective when we consider the 
global context of the Cold War.  But it also provides—yet again—an 
opportunity to discuss current immigration policies and attitudes 
toward Latino immigrants in the United States.  Students can be 
invited to draw comparisons with contemporary deportation policies 
(including by the Obama administration) and rhetoric (including 
by President Donald Trump) in the context of a national security 
threat or domestic instability.49

The impact of the Cold War on American culture in the 1950s is 
another topic examined by Cold War historians and is appropriate 
for student exploration.  Scholars have revealed how science fiction 
films of the 1950s convey the threat of a foreign invasion, typically 
understood to be the ideological threat of Communism.  Examples 
include The Day the Earth Stood Still (1951), The Thing from 
Another World (1951), Them! (1954), and Invasion of the Body 
Snatchers (1956).50  But such films might also have reflected and 
reinforced attitudes toward immigrants, with new Americans being 
regarded as “other,” and thus no less threatening than Communists 
to the unity, conformity, and harmony of American life.  The film 
The Crimson Kimono (1959) will provoke students’ thinking about 
American attitudes toward immigrants as “other” in the Cold War.  
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The noir film depicts the close relationship between a Japanese 
American, Joe Kojaku, and his best friend (who is white), Charlie 
Bancroft.  The men share a lot in common: they both work for the 
Los Angeles police department, they both are Korean War veterans, 
and they both are in love with the same woman.  Students will be 
able to identify an underlying theme that addresses the fundamental 
question of identity for immigrants into the United States, captured 
in Joe’s statement: “I was born here.  I’m American, but what 
am I?  Japanese, Japanese American, Nisei?  What label do I live 
under?”  The film’s writer, producer, and director, Samuel Fuller, 
is credited with being “ahead of his time” in the ways in which the 
film portrays interracial relationships and romance in 1950s America.  
Even so, the movie captures the racial tensions and prejudices that 
persist in a period of American history that prioritizes and promotes 
homogeneity—including ethnic and cultural homogeneity.  Students 
can examine how popular culture as expressed through such films 
did—or did not—reflect official U.S. policies of the era.

Cold War Immigration Policy in the Kennedy Era

President John F. Kennedy famously characterized the United 
States as a refuge for the world in his book, A Nation of Immigrants, 
which was written in 1958 and published in 1964.51  Kennedy 
reminded his readers that the nation was founded on the premise of 
welcoming immigrants to its shores: “With such a policy we can 
turn to the world, and to our own past, with clean hands and a clear 
conscience.”52   Kennedy was asked to write the book by the Anti-
Defamation League (ADL) and was later honored with an award 
from the ADL for his liberal attitudes toward immigrants—and 
toward Jewish immigrants in particular.53

In June 1963, in an address to Delegates of the American 
Committee on Italian Migration, Kennedy described the existing 
quota system as “nearly intolerable,” asserting:

We hope the Congress of the United States will accept these 
recommendations and that before this year is over we will have what 
we have needed for a good many years, which is the recognition 
that all people can make equally good citizens, and that what this 
country needs and wants are those who wish to come here to build 
their families here and contribute to the life of our country.54
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This quotation provides an opportunity to ask students about 
Kennedy’s Cold War policies and his attitudes toward immigration.  
Given that Kennedy was equally as anti-Communist as his 
predecessors in the White House, what motivated him to push 
for more moderate immigration legislation?55  Students might 
surmise that Kennedy was motivated by the Cold War context to 
use immigration as an ideological (and psychological) tool against 
the Soviets.  Opening the borders was a move taken with American 
foreign policy in mind—it was an attempt to demonstrate to the 
world that the United States was indeed a land of opportunity, fully 
prepared to welcome the huddled masses—especially if the masses 
were suffering under authoritarian Communist regimes.

Kennedy’s policies toward Cuba and Fidel Castro sought to 
reinforce this message.  U.S.-Cuban relations have attracted 
considerable scholarly attention in recent decades, especially around 
the fortieth anniversary in 2002 of the Cuban Missile Crisis and the 
release into the public realm of previously classified documents about 
that episode.56  Kennedy’s reputation as a “Cold War Liberal” has 
only grown as historians have examined his specific policies toward 
Cuba.  Operation Peter Pan, also known as Operation Pedro Pan 
or the Cuban Refugee Children Program, is a prime example.

From 1960 to 1962, the U.S. government, in collaboration with the 
Catholic Welfare Bureau under the leadership of Monsignor Bryan 
O. Walsh, organized an airlift by commercial airlines of some 14,000 
Cuban children from Havana; this became “the largest recorded 
exodus of unaccompanied minors in the Western Hemisphere.”57  
Children were placed into foster care in “over 100 cities in thirty-five 
states.”58  Parents in Cuba sent their children to the United States to 
receive an American education and to avoid “indoctrination” by the 
Cuban government .59  Students would benefit from reading excerpts 
and analyzing the images in “Cuba’s Children in Exile: The Story 
of the Unaccompanied Cuban Refugee Children’s Program,” a 1967 
pamphlet produced by the U.S. Department of Health Education and 
Welfare60 (see Figure 4 and Figure 5 for sample images).

The Kennedy administration decided to create a government 
propaganda film, The Lost Apple, for the airlifted children to watch 
when they arrived in the United States.61  The film, produced by 
the United States Information Agency, is an excellent example of 
Cold War propaganda.  Students can reflect on the ways in which 
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Figure 4:  Image from page 6 of “Cuba’s Children in Exile: The Story of 
the Unaccompanied Cuban Refugee Children’s Program,” pamphlet, U.S. 
Department of Health, Education, and Welfare, Social and Rehabilitation 
Services, Children’s Bureau, 1967, University of Miami Library, Cuban Heritage 
Collection, Cuban Refugee Center Records, <https://merrick.library.miami.edu/
cdm/ref/collection/chc0218/id/156>.  A young girl holds her doll as she arrives 
in the United States as part of Operation Pedro Pan, circa 1960-1962.
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Figure 5:  Image from page 8 of “Cuba’s Children in Exile: The Story of 
the Unaccompanied Cuban Refugee Children’s Program,” pamphlet, U.S. 
Department of Health, Education, and Welfare, Social and Rehabilitation 
Services, Children’s Bureau, 1967, University of Miami Library, Cuban Heritage 
Collection, Cuban Refugee Center Records, <https://merrick.library.miami.edu/
cdm/ref/collection/chc0218/id/42>.  Cuban boys riding a sled in Columbus, 
Ohio, circa 1963.
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the administration portrayed itself as welcoming the “huddled 
masses”—through this immigration program, the administration 
granted the children visas and a path to citizenship—while sending 
a clear message to the Castro regime that the United States would 
do what it could to disrupt the Communist “indoctrination” of 
young Cubans.

In addition to viewing The Lost Apple, watching the documentary 
film Operation Peter Pan—Flying Back to Cuba (2010) can inspire 
debate regarding the historical facts and, in particular, the extent 
to which the Central Intelligence Agency was involved in the 
operation.62  With regard to relevant literature on the experience of 
the Cuban children who were affected by Pedro Pan policies, two 
books stand out because of their depictions of Cuban teenagers’ 
struggles to define “home” while they are suspended between dual 
identities and nations.  The Red Umbrella (2010) by Christina Diaz 
Gonzalez describes the experience of a fourteen-year-old girl; and 
Waiting for Snow in Havana: Confessions of a Cuban Boy (2003) by 
Yale historian Carlos Eire describes the experience of a Cuban boy.63  
Given the recent changes in U.S.-Cuban diplomatic relations and 
the death of Fidel Castro, students might also benefit from reading 
contemporary news stories about Cubans who, as children, were 
subject to the Pedro Pan policy.64

Cold War Immigration Policy in the Johnson Era

Although the Kennedy administration launched the legislative 
effort that culminated in the Amendments to the Immigration 
and Nationality Act, or Hart-Celler Act of 1965,65 it is President 
Lyndon B. Johnson who is remembered—and lauded—for the 
law that “changed the face of America.”66  The Immigration and 
Nationality Act of 1965 amended the Immigration and Nationality 
Act of 1952 by dissolving the origins quota system once and for all.67

Students would benefit from a close reading of the speech that 
Johnson gave on October 3, 1965 at the signing of the legislation.68  
Especially given contemporary debates about immigration reform 
and policies, Johnson’s speech is a reminder of the long history of 
tensions in the nation with regard to immigration—and immigrants.  
In the speech, Johnson characterizes the quota system that had 
defined immigration to the United States since 1924 as undemocratic 



Teaching the History of the Cold War through the Lens of Immigration 681

and un-American.  Moreover, in one of the more eloquent statements 
linking immigration policy to U.S. foreign relations, Johnson 
celebrates the diversity of the United States as a characteristic that 
makes the nation uniquely prepared to relate to the rest of the world:

Our beautiful America was built by a nation of strangers. From a 
hundred different places or more they have poured forth into an 
empty land, joining and blending in one mighty and irresistible tide.
The land flourished because it was fed from so many sources—because 
it was nourished by so many cultures and traditions and peoples.
And from this experience, almost unique in the history of nations, has 
come America’s attitude toward the rest of the world.  We, because 
of what we are, feel safer and stronger in a world as varied as the 
people who make it up—a world where no country rules another and 
all countries can deal with the basic problems of human dignity and 
deal with those problems in their own way.69

Johnson and his advisers—and, it is fair to say, the majority of 
Americans—did not foresee the full impact of the 1965 legislation.  
Indeed, when Johnson first presented the bill to Congress in January 
of that year, the president reassured Congress that the possibility of 
“abrupt changes in the pattern of immigration from any nation [would 
be] eliminated” by a gradual, five-year transition to the new reform, 
and thus “the total number of immigrants would not be substantially 
changed.”70  The president was mistaken.

The massive influx of immigrants to the United States would 
fundamentally change the identity of Americans.  Whereas most 
immigrants had previously originated from Europe, the law removed 
the national origins quota system, thus allowing immigration from 
non-European nations.  As History.com summarizes:

In the first five years after the bill’s passage, immigration to the U.S. 
from Asian countries—especially those fleeing war-torn Southeast 
Asia (Vietnam, Cambodia)—would more than quadruple.  (Under 
past immigration policies, Asian immigrants had been effectively 
barred from entry.)  Other Cold War-era conflicts during the 1960s 
and 1970s saw millions of people fleeing poverty or the hardships 
of communist regimes in Cuba, Eastern Europe and elsewhere to 
seek their fortune on American shores.  All told, in the three decades 
following passage of the Immigration and Naturalization Act of 1965, 
more than 18 million legal immigrants entered the United States, more 
than three times the number admitted over the preceding 30 years.71
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In the fifty years following the passage of the Immigration and 
Nationality Act of 1965, approximately 59 million immigrants entered 
the United States—more than the entire number of immigrants who 
entered the nation in the waves of immigration in the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries.72  “Between 1965 and 2015, new 
immigrants, their children, and their grandchildren accounted for 
55% of U.S. population growth.  They added 72 million people to 
the nation’s population as it grew from 193 million in 1965 to 324 
million in 2015.”73   Given that 2015 marked the fiftieth anniversary 
of the signing of the act, students would benefit from news stories that 
describe the transformative impact of the 1965 legislation on U.S. 
national identity.74  Students would also benefit from a conversation 
about the legislation’s relationship to the Civil Rights Movement—
and to ethnic and racial equality, more broadly speaking.

From another perspective, students can be invited to look more 
closely at the historical record and recognize that, although the 
law has been applauded for repealing racial discrimination against 
immigrants, exclusionary policies persisted in the Cold War era.  
An appropriate example would be to examine the case of George 
Fleuti in Rosenberg v. Fleuti (1963).75  Fleuti was a Swiss immigrant 
who had migrated to the United States in 1954.  In 1956, he went 
to Mexico for a two-hour trip.  Three years later, he was formally 
identified for deportation by the Immigration and Naturalization 
Service.  The standing Immigration and Nationality Act (McCarran-
Walter Act) of 1952 had prohibited entry of “Aliens afflicted with 
a psychopathic personality, epilepsy, or a mental defect.”76  The 
INS concluded that Fleuti possessed a “psychopathic personality” 
because he was “afflicted with the desire for sexual relations with 
members of [the same] sex.”77

Fleuti appealed the District Court decision, and “the Ninth Circuit 
sided with Fleuti…holding that the law was void for vagueness and 
violated constitutional due process guarantees.”78  As a consequence, 
in response to the Supreme Court case, Congress revisited the 
Immigration and Nationality Act of 1952,79 changing the exclusion 
of “Aliens afflicted with psychopathic personality, epilepsy, or a 
mental defect” with an amendment “deleting the word ‘epilepsy’ and 
substituting the words ‘or sexual deviation.’”80  This aspect of the 
1965 legislation provides another opportunity for students to discuss 
the ways in which the Cold War society prioritized conformity and 
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perpetuated fear of “the other.”  Students can be invited to consider 
how the definition of homosexuality has changed historically, and 
the impact of the Cold War on that changing definition, focusing on 
the words “deviant” and “subversive” as a starting point.81

Conclusion

During the two decades between 1945 and 1965, U.S. presidential 
administrations—Republican and Democrat alike—enacted major 
immigration legislation, introducing laws relating to refugees as a 
consequence of the Cold War in Europe and, later, in Asia and Latin 
America (including the Caribbean).  These Cold War policies altered 
the face of the nation.

Teaching the Cold War through the lens of immigration helps to 
achieve four primary student learning objectives that resonate beyond 
the Cold War timeframe.  One of the overriding student learning 
objectives is to reveal the many ways in which U.S. foreign policy has 
a direct relationship to domestic policy, and vice versa.  Whereas this 
might seem an obvious relationship, it is surprisingly understudied 
and often dismissed entirely.  In the same way that students can be 
reminded that immigration policies shape the ethnic composition of 
the national populace, so too can they be reminded that immigration 
policies determine the ethnic composition of the American electorate.  
As Nathan Glazer and Daniel Patrick Moynihan asserted in 1975:

Without too much exaggeration it could be stated that the immigration 
process is the single most important determinant of American foreign 
policy.  This process regulates the ethnic composition of the American 
electorate.  Foreign policy responds to that ethnic composition.  It 
responds to other things as well, but probably first of all to the primal 
facts of ethnicity.82

Teaching about the Cold War and immigration will remind students 
that U.S. foreign relations have direct implications for domestic 
life—potentially affecting national political party platforms, the 
economy, culture, and, as this pedagogical approach reveals, the 
very makeup of the population.

A second lesson learned from approaching the Cold War in this 
manner is the perceived threat posed by immigrants as “alien” or 
“other” to the dominant culture in periods of heightened national 
security.  When U.S. administrations perceive the country to be 
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threatened by external attack by a national enemy (e.g., the fear of 
an atomic attack by the Soviet Union), and a simultaneous attack by 
a foreign ideology or culture that is defined as diametrically opposed 
to the liberal democratic capitalism of the United States (e.g., the 
fear of Communism), the historical precedent established in the Cold 
War period is to protect the homeland by restricting immigration 
policies.  What is of utmost importance to remind students is that 
the immigration legislation that sets quotas or restrictions does not 
correlate with sheer figures of incoming new Americans, for fear that 
“too many” immigrants are seeking new lives in the United States, 
but rather the immigration policies are linked to characterizations of 
entire ethnic or religious or national groups, such that these groups 
are deemed unworthy of becoming potential new Americans.  The 
historical record demonstrates that perceived threats to national 
security and values provoke nativism.

Teaching the Cold War through a lens of immigration is a reminder 
to students that contemporary attitudes toward immigration and 
immigrants—especially since 9/11—demand evaluation and can 
be seen more clearly when examined with an appreciation of Cold 
War attitudes.83  President Donald J. Trump’s immigration policies 
and their relationship to his administration’s foreign policy is a 
case in point.  At the time of publishing this article, President 
Trump had issued three executive orders with regard to banning 
immigrants—and in every case, the justification for the order was 
tied to securing the nation.84  Many observers have criticized the 
nativism, noting the impact on American foreign relations.  For 
example, in a U.S. News and World Report article titled “Trump’s 
Immigration Order Is Bad Foreign Policy,” published shortly after 
Trump assumed the presidency, David FitzGerald and David Cook 
Martín make an explicit connection between U.S. immigration 
policies and the impact that these policies can have on American 
foreign relations, concluding, “History shows that humiliating 
national or religious groups on the world stage by restricting 
their entry makes it harder to keep our allies.  It can create new 
enemies.  This ban may put the United States at risk.”85  Other 
commentators have pointed to the close relationship between the 
Trump administration’s foreign policy and Trump’s emphasis on 
“protecting America’s borders.”86  Many foreign policy experts 
have outspokenly opposed Trump’s immigration bans.87  Students 
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would benefit from analyzing the different ways in which Trump 
does and does not view immigration as affecting foreign policy, 
and vice versa.  The president’s effort to explicitly tie immigration 
to national security without also recognizing the impact that such 
legislation has on U.S. relations with the world—and on the nation’s 
diverse citizenry—is reminiscent of Cold War era policies.

Finally, approaching Cold War history by exploring immigration 
policies invites a re-evaluation of preconceived notions of what it 
means to be American.  It forces reconciliation between foreign policy, 
immigration policy, and an ever-changing population.  One of the 
most significant learning outcomes for students is thus dispositional: 
it involves a heightened cultural sensitivity toward who Americans are 
as a citizenry (native born, naturalized, and residents), and how the 
population of the United States came to be this way.  When students 
come to recognize the dialectic relationship that exists between 
foreign policy and immigration policy, they can also acknowledge 
the ways in which this relationship has resulted in a continual re-
conceptualization and re-accommodation of American identity.
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Appendix

Related History-Social Science Standard

The lessons described in this article can be implemented to meet eleventh-
grade History-Social Science Standards in the State of California, including 
the following:

11.9:  Students analyze U.S. foreign policy since World War II.  
11.9.3:  Trace the origins and geopolitical consequences (foreign and 
domestic) of the Cold War and containment policy, including the following:

The era of McCarthyism, instances of domestic Communism (e.g., 
Alger Hiss) and blacklisting
The Truman Doctrine
The Berlin Blockade
The Korean War
The Bay of Pigs invasion and the Cuban Missile Crisis
Atomic testing in the American West, the “mutual assured destruction” 
doctrine, and disarmament policies
The Vietnam War
Latin American policy

11.9.4:  List the effects of foreign policy on domestic policies and vice versa 
(e.g., protests during the war in Vietnam, the “nuclear freeze” movement).
11.11:  Students analyze the major social problems and domestic policy 
issues in contemporary American society.
11.11.1:  Discuss the reasons for the nation’s changing immigration policy, 
with emphasis on how the Immigration Act of 1965 and successor acts have 
transformed American society.
11.11.7:  Explain how the federal, state, and local governments have 
responded to demographic and social changes such as population shifts to the 
suburbs, racial concentrations in the cities, Frostbelt-to-Sunbelt migration, 
international migration [emphasis added], decline of family farms, increases 
in out-of-wedlock births, and drug abuse.

Although not yet incorporated into the California State Standards, the 
State Board of Education adopted the History-Social Science Framework 
on July 14, 2016.  This new Framework offers guidance to eleventh-grade 
teachers with regard to more in-depth discussion of immigration, posing 
the question: “How did the United States’ population become more diverse 
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over the twentieth century?” and offering the following description of how 
teachers might meet this learning objective:

Another key topic that Americans wrestled with in recent decades has 
been immigration.  Students can examine census data to identify basic 
demographic changes: How has the composition of the U.S. shifted between 
1950 and 1980 and between 1980 and today, for example?  By exploring 
quantitative immigration information, students notice significant changes 
in the national origins of immigrants to the United States.
As with their studies of immigration from the beginning of the twentieth 
century, students can analyze push-and-pull factors that contributed to 
shifting immigration patterns, but they should also learn about changes in 
immigration policy.

Sources:

California Department of Education, History-Social Science Content Standards 
for California Public Schools: Kindergarten through Grade Twelve (Sacramento, 
CA: California Department of Education, 2000), <https://www.cde.ca.gov/be/st/
ss/documents/histsocscistnd.pdf>.

California Department of Education, History-Social Science Framework for 
California Public Schools: Kindergarten through Grade Twelve (Sacramento, 
CA: California Department of Education, 2017), 429, <https://www.cde.ca.gov/
ci/hs/cf/documents/hssfwchapter16.pdf>.


