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About the Foundation...

The Washington presentation of this exhibit is hosted by the
American Immigration Law Foundation, a 501(c)(3) non-profit
organization dedicated to increasing public understanding of
immigration law and policy and the value of immigration to
American society; to promoting public service and excellence in
the practice of immigration law; and to advancing fundamental
fairness and due process under the law for immigrants.

American Immigration Law Foundation
918 F Street, NW, 6™ Floor, Washington, DC 20004
P: (202) 742-5600 - F:(202) 742-5619

email: info@ailf.org - website: www.ailf.org
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SCRUTINY AND HARRASSMENT

“Prisoners in Our Own Home: the Italian American Experience as
America’s Enemy Aliens”, illustrates the U.S. government’s treatment
of over 600,000 Italian resident aliens during World War II. These people
were photographed, fingerprinted and registered with the Department
of Justice and Federal Bureau of Investigation. Their movements and
daily life was scrutinized by government agents at every level, making even the simplest
chores an ordeal for Italians living in the U.S.

Additionally, these immigrants were also required to carry at all times a “pink booklet” that
listed their home address, date and place of birth along with a photograph and fingerprint.
They were also required to register their “enemy alien” status at their local Post Office, complet-
ing questionnaires about job history, previous residences, relatives in Italy and membership in
[talian political groups. Failure to produce this booklet upon demand of a government agent
often resulted in arrest.

In New York City, home to the nation’s largest Italian American population, the government
told Italian resident aliens to stay off the streets after dark; daytime travel was also restricted.
Speaking Italian in public places was also officially discouraged by the U.S. government.

INTERNMENT

In addition to the repeated harassment and
forced documentation, many Italian immi-
grants suffered a far worse fate: detention in
internment camps, such as the one at
Maryland’s Fort Meade. More than 2,100 Ital-
ian were detained nationally, some on Ellis Is-
land, an ironic picture since for many Italian
immigrants it was at Ellis Island where they
first tasted American freedom and opportunity
as they arrived in the U.S. from Italy.

Leaders in Washington decreed that the Italian resident alien’s status as an “enemy alien”
gave the government probable cause to search Italian Americans, effectively taking away
their constitutional protection from unreasonable search and seizure. Search warrants could
be obtained without any showing of suspicious activity or evidence of a crime. During this
time authorities raided close to 3,000 homes of Italian resident aliens and seized many per-
sonal and business possessions.

CONCLUSION

Despite the harsh treatment of their country-
men, thousands of Italian Americans went on
to serve in the U.S. Armed Forces and fought
bravely during World War II. In fact, over
70,000 Italian American servicemen were sons
of “enemy aliens.”

Though this exhibit, we can examine this little-
known episode of American history and at-
tempt to understand why our government
feared ordinary people, people with families,
like the Italian people in the U.S. We can try
to learn why the harassment of ordinary
people by the U.S. Government was tolerated
for so long. We can try to learn from this sad
chapter in our history and hope that some-
thing like this never happens again.




