Neither WASP nor Jew nor Black

MICHAEL NOVAK

Growing up in America has been an assault upon
my sense of worthiness. It has also been a kind
of liberation and delight.

There must be countless women in America
who have known for years that something is pe-
culiarly unfair, yet who only recently have found
it possible, because of Women’s Liberation, to
give tongue to their pain. In recent months I have
experienced a similar inner thaw, a gradual relax-
ation, a willingness to think about feelings here-
tofore shepherded out of sight.

I am born of PIGS—those Poles, Italians,
Greeks, and Slavs, those non-English-speaking
immigrants numbered so heavily among the
workingmen of this nation. Not particularly lib-
eral or radical; born into a history not white
Anglo-Saxon and not Jewish; born outside what,
in America, is considered the intellectual main-
stream—and thus privy to neither power nor
status nor intellectual voice.

Those Poles of Buffalo and Milwaukee—so
notoriously taciturn, sullen, nearly speechless.
Who has ever understood them? It is not that
Poles do not feel emotion—what is their history
if not dark passion, romanticism, betrayal, cour-
age, blood? But where in America is there any-
where a language for voicing what a Christian



Pole in this nation feels? He has no Polish culture
left him, no Polish tongue. Yet Polish feelings do
not go easily into the idiom of happy America,
the America of the Anglo-Saxons and yes, in the
arts, the Jews. (The Jews have long been a culture
of the word, accustomed to exile, skilled in schol-
arship and in reflection. The Christian Poles are
largely of peasant origin, free men for hardly
more than a hundred years.) Of what shall the
young man of Lackawanna think on his way to
work in the mills, departing his relatively dreary
home and street? What roots does he have? What
language of the heart is available to him?

The PIGS are not silent willingly. The silence
burns like hidden coals in the chest.

All four of my grandparents, unknown to
one another, arrived in America from the same
county in Slovakia. My grandfather had a small
farm in Pennsylvania; his wife died in a wagon
accident. Meanwhile, Johanna, fifteen, arrived
on Ellis Island, dizzy from witnessing births and
deaths and illnesses aboard the crowded ship.
She had a sign around her neck lettered passaic.
There an aunt told her of a man who had lost his
wife in Pennsylvania. She went. They were mar-
ried. She inherited his three children.

Each year for five years Grandma had a child
of her own. She was among the lucky; only one
died. When she was twenty-two and the mother
of seven (my father was the last), her husband
died. “Grandma Novak,” as I came to know her
many years later, resumed the work she had
begun in Slovakia at the town home of a man
known to my father only as “the Professor”; she
housecleaned and she laundered.

I heard this story only weeks ago. Strange that
I had not asked insistently before. Odd that I
should have such shallow knowledge of my
roots. Amazing to me that I do not know what
my family suffered, endured, learned, and hoped
these last six or seven generations. It is as if there
were no project in which we all have been in-
volved, as if history in some way began with my
father and with me.,

The estrangement I have come to feel derives
not only from lack of family history. Early in life,
I'was made to feel a slight uneasiness when I said
my name.

Later “Kim” helped. So did Robert.! And “Mis-
ter Novak” on TV. The name must be one of the
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most Anglo-Saxon of the Slavic names. Neverthe-
less, when I was very young, the “American”
kids still made something out of names unlike
their own, and their earnest, ambitious mothers
thought long thoughts when I introduced myself.

Under challenge in grammar school concern-
ing my nationality, I had been instructed by my
father to announce proudly: “American.” When
my family moved from the Slovak ghetto of
Johnstown to the WASP suburb on the hill, my
mother impressed upon us how well we must be
dressed, and show good manners, and behave
—people think of us as “different” and we
mustn’t give them any cause. “Whatever you do,
marry a Slovak girl,” was other advice to a similar
end: “They cook. They clean. They take good
care of you. For your own good.” I was taught to
be proud of being Slovak, but to recognize that
others wouldn't know what it meant, or care.

When I had at last pierced the deception—
that most movie stars and many other profes-
sionals had abandoned their European names in
order to feed American fantasies—I felt only a
little sadness. One of my uncles, for business rea-
sons and rather late in life, changed his name,
too, to a simple German variant—not long,
either, after World War II.

Nowhere in my schooling do I recall any at-
tempt to put me in touch with my own history.
The strategy was clearly to make an American of
me. English literature, American literature, and
even the history books, as I recall them, were
peopled mainly by Anglo-Saxons from Boston
(where most historians seemed to live). Not even
my native Pennsylvania, let alone my Slovak
forebears, counted for very many paragraphs.
(We did have something called “Pennsylvania
History” somewhere; 1 seem to remember its
puffs for industry. It could have been written by
a Mellon.?) T don’t remember feeling envy or re-
gret: a feeling, perhaps, of unimportance, of re-
moteness, of not having heft enough to count.

The fact that I was born a Catholic also com-
plicated life. What is a Catholic but what every-
body else is in reaction against? Protestants
reformed “the whore of Babylon.” Others were
“enlightened” from it, and Jews had reason to
help Catholicism and the social structure it was
rooted in fall apart. The history books and the
whole of education hummed in upon that point
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(for during crucial years I attended a public
school): to be modern is decidedly not to be
medieval; to be reasonable is not to be dog-
matic; to be free is clearly not to live under eccle-
siastical authority; to be scientific is not to attend
ancient rituals, cherish irrational symbols, in-
dulge in mythic practices. It is hard to grow up
Catholic in America without becoming defensive,
perhaps a little paranoid, feeling forced to divide
the world between “us” and “them.”

English Catholics have little of the sense of
inferiority in which many other Catholic groups
tend to share—Irish Catholics, Polish Catholics,
Lithuanians, Germans, Italians, Lebanese, and
others. Daniel Callahan ( The Mind of the Catholic
Layman, Generation of the Third Eye) and Garry
Wills (“Memories of a Catholic Boyhood,” in Es-
quire) both identify, in part, with the more secure
Catholicism of an Anglo-Catholic parent. The
French around New Orleans have a social ease
different from the French Catholics of Massachu-
setts. Still, as Catholics, especially vis-d-vis the na-
tional liberal culture, nearly all have felt a certain
involuntary defensiveness. Granted our diverse
ethnic circumstances, we share a certain com-
munion of memories.

We had a special language all our own, our
own pronunciation for words we shared in
common with others (Augustine, contémplative),
sights and sounds and smells in which few others
participated (incense at Benediction of the Most
Blessed Sacrament, Forty Hours, wakes, and altar
bells at the silent consecration of the Host); and
we had our own politics and slant on world
affairs. Since earliest childhood, I have known
about a “power elite” that runs America: the boys
from the Ivy League in the State Department as
opposed to the Catholic boys in Hoover’s FBI
who (as Daniel Moynihan once put it), keep
watch on them. And on a whole host of issues,
my people have been, though largely Demo-
cratic, conservative: on censorship, on commu-
nism, on abortion, on religious schools, etc.
“Harvard” and “Yale” long meant “them” to us.

The language of Spiro Agnew, the language
of George Wallace, excepting its idiom, awakens
childhood memories in me: of men arguing in the
barbershop, of my uncle drinking so much beer
he threatened to lay his dick upon the porch rail
and wash the whole damn street with steaming
piss—while cursing the niggers in the mill below,

and the Yankees in the mill above—millstones
he felt pressing him. Other relatives were duly
shocked, but everybody loved Uncle George; he
said what he thought.

We did not feel this country belonged to us.
We felt fierce pride in it, more loyalty than any-
one could know. But we felt blocked at every
turn. There were not many intellectuals among
us, not even very many professional men. Labor-
ers mostly. Small businessmen, agents for corpo-
rations perhaps. Content with a little, yes, modest
in expectation, and content. But somehow feel-
ing cheated. For a thousand years the Slovaks
survived Hungarian hegemony and our strategy
here remained the same: endurance and steady
work. Slowly, one day, we would overcome.

A special word is required about a compli-
cated symbol: sex. To this day my mother finds it
hard to spell the word intact, preferring to write
“s—." Not that much was made of sex in our en-
vironment. And that’s the point: silence. Demon-
strative affection, emotive dances, an exuberance
Anglo-Saxons seldom seem to share; but on the
realities of sex, discretion. Reverence, perhaps;
seriousness, surely. On intimacies, it was as
though our tongues had been stolen, as though
in peasant life for a thousand years—as in the
novels of Tolstoi, Sholokhov, and even Kosin-
ski—the context had been otherwise. Passion,
certainly; romance, yes; family and children,
certainly; but sex rather a minor if explosive part
of life.

Imagine, then, the conflict in the generation
of my brothers, sister, and myself. (The reviewer
for the New York Times reviews on the same day
two new novels of fantasy—one a pornographic
fantasy to end all such fantasies [he writes], the
other in some comic way representing the re-
demption wrought by Jesus Christ. In language
and verve, the books are rated evenly. In theme,
the reviewer notes his embarrassment in even
reporting a religious fantasy, but no embarrass-
ment at all about preposterous pornography.)
Suddenly, what for a thousand years was minor
becomes an all-absorbing investigation. Some
view it as a drama of “liberation” when the ruling
classes (subscribers to the New Yorker, 1 sup-
pose) move progressively, generation by genera-
tion since Sigmund Freud, toward concentration
upon genital stimulation, and latterly toward
consciousness-raising sessions in Clit. Lib.? But it



is rather a different drama when we stumble sud-
denly upon mores staggering any expectation
our grandparents ever cherished. Fear of becom-
ing “sexual objects” is an ancient fear that ap-
pears in many shapes. The emotional reaction of
Maria Wyeth in Joan Didion’s Play It as It Lays is
exactly what the ancient morality would have
predicted.

Yet more significant in the ethnic experience
in America is the intellectual world one meets:
the definition of values, ideas, and purposes
emanating from universities, books, magazines,
radio, and television. One hears one’s own voice
echoed back neither by spokesmen of “middle
America” (so complacent, smug, nativist, and
Protestant), nor by the “intellectuals.” Almost un-
avoidably, perhaps, education in America leads
the student who entrusts his soul to it in a direc-
tion which, lacking a better word, we might call
liberal: respect for individual conscience, a sense
of social responsibility, trust in the free exchange
of ideas and procedures of dissent, a certain con-
fidence in the ability of men to “reason together”
and adjudicate their differences, a frank recogni-
tion of the vitality of the unconscious, a willing-
ness to protect workers and the poor against the
vast economic power of industrial corporations,
and the like.

On the other hand, the liberal imagination
has appeared to be astonishingly universalist and
relentlessly missionary. Perhaps the metaphor
“enlightenment” offers a key. One is initiated
into light. Liberal education tends to separate
children from their parents, from their roots, from
their history, in the cause of a universal and su-
perior religion. One is taught regarding the unen-
lightened (even if they be one’s uncles George
and Peter, one’s parents, one’s brothers, perhaps)
what can only be called a modem equivalent
of odium theologicum? Richard Hofstadter de-
scribed anti-intellectualism in America (more ac-
curately, in nativist America rather than in ethnic
America), but I have yet to encounter a compa-
rable treatment of anti-unenlightenment among
our educated classes.

In particular, I have regretted and keenly felt
the absence of that sympathy for PIGS which
simple human feeling might have prodded intel-
ligence to muster, that same sympathy which the
educated find so easy to conjure up for black cul-
ture, Chicano culture, Indian culture, and other
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cultures of the poor. In such cases one finds the
universalist pretensions of liberal culture sus-
pended; some groups, at least, are entitled to be
both different and respected. Why do the edu-
cated classes find it so difficult to want to under-
stand the man who drives a beer truck, or the
fellow with a helmet working on a site across the
street with plumbers and electricians, while their
sensitivities race easily to Mississippi or even
Bedford-Stuyvesant?

There are deep secrets here, no doubt,
unvoiced fantasies and scarcely admitted his-
torical resentments. Few persons in describing
“middle Americans,” “the silent majority,” or [au-
thors Richard] Scammon and [Ben] Wattenberg’s
“typical American voter” distinguish clearly
enough between the nativist American and the
ethnic American. The first is likely to be Protes-
tant, the second Catholic. Both may be, in various
ways, conservative, loyalist, and unenlightened.
Each has his own agonies, fears, betrayed expec-
tations. Neither is ready, quite, to become an ally
of the other. Neither has the same history behind
him here. Neither has the same hopes. Neither
lives out the same psychic voyage, shares the
same symbols, has the same sense of reality. The
rhetoric and metaphors proper to each differ
from those of the other.

There is overlap, of course. But country mu-
sic is not a polka; a successful politician in a
Chicago ward needs a very different “common
touch” from the one needed by the county clerk
in Normal. The urban experience of immigration
lacks that mellifluous, optimistic, biblical vision
of the good America which springs naturally to
the lips of politicians from the Bible Belt. The
nativist tends to believe with Richard Nixon that
he “knows America, and the American heart is
good.” The ethnic tends to believe that every
American who preceded him has an angle, and
that he, by God, will some day find one, too.
(Often, ethnics complain that by working hard,
obeying the law, trusting their political leaders,
and relying upon the American dream, they now
have only their own naiveté to blame for rising
no higher than they have.)

It goes without saying that the intellectuals do
not love “middle America,” and that for all the
good, warm discovery of America that preoccu-
pied them during the 1950s no strong tide of re-
spect accumulated in their hearts for the Yahoos,
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Babbitts, Agnews, and Nixons of the land. Willie
Morris in North Toward Home writes poignantly
of the chill, parochial outreach of the liberal sen-
sibility, its failure to engage the humanity of the
modest, ordinary little man west of the Hudson.
The Intellectual’s Map of the United States is suc-
cinct: “Two coasts connected by United Airlines.”

Unfortunately, it seems, the ethnics erred
in attempting to Americanize themselves before
clearing the project with the educated classes.
They learned to wave the flag and to send their
sons to war. They learned to support their Presi-
dent—an easy task, after all, for those accus-
tomed to obeying authority. And where would
they have been if Franklin Roosevelt had not
sided with them against established interests?
They knew a little about communism—the radi-
cals among them in one way, and by far the larger
number of conservatives in another. To this day
not a few exchange letters with cousins and
uncles who did not leave for America when they
might have, whose lot is demonstrably harder
than their own and less than free.

Finally, the ethnics do not like, or trust, or
even understand the intellectuals. It is not easy to
feel uncomplicated affection for those who call
you “pig,” “fascist,” “racist.” One had not yet
grown accustomed to not hearing “hunkie,” “Po-
lack,” “spic,” “mick,” “dago,” and the rest. A
worker in Chicago told reporter Lois Wille in a
vividly home-centered outburst:

L 14

The liberals always have despised us. We've got
these mostly little jobs, and we drink beer and, my
God, we bowl and watch television and we don'’t
read. It's goddamn vicious snobbery. We're sick
of all these phoney integrated TV commercials
with these upper-class Negroes. We know they're
phoney.

The only time a Pole is mentioned it’s to make
fun of him. He’s Ignatz Dumbrowski, 274 pounds
and 5-foot-4, and he got his education by writing in
to a firm on a matchbook cover. But what will we
do about it? Nothing, because we're the new invis-
ible man, the new whipping boy, and we still think
the measure of 2 man’s what he does and how he
takes care of his children and what he’s doing in
his own home, not what he thinks about Vietnam,

At no little sacrifice, one had apologized for
foods that smelled too strong for Anglo-Saxon
noses; moderated the wide swings of Slavic and

Italian emotion; learned decorum; given oneself
to education, American style; tried to learn toler-
ance and assimilation. Each generation criticized
the earlier for its authoritarian and European and
old-fashioned ways. “Up-to-date” was a moral
lever. And now when the process nears com-
pletion, when a generation appears that speaks
without accent and goes to college, still you are
considered “pigs,” “fascists,” and “racists.”

Racists? Our ancestors owned no slaves. Most
of us ceased being serfs only in the last two
hundred years—the Russians in 1861. Italians,
Lithuanians, Slovaks, Poles are not, in principle,
against “community control” or even against
ghettoes of our own.

Whereas the Anglo-Saxon model appears to
be a system of atomic individuals and high mo-
bility, our model has tended to stress commu-
nities of our own, attachment to family and
relatives, stability, and roots. Ethnics tend to have
a fierce sense of attachment to their homes, hav-
ing been homeowners for less than three genera-
tions: a home is almost fulfillment enough for
one man’s life. Some groups save arduously in a
passion to own, others rent. We have most am-
bivalent feelings about suburban assimilation
and mobility. The melting pot is a kind of ho-
mogenized soup, and its mores only partly ap-
peal to ethnics: to some, yes, and to others, no.

It must be said that ethnics think they are
better people than the blacks. Smarter, tougher,
harder working, stronger in their families. But
maybe many are not sure. Maybe many are un-
easy. Emotions here are delicate; one can under-
stand the immensely more difficult circumstances
under which the blacks have suffered; and one is
not unaware of peculiar forms of fear, envy, and
suspicion across color lines. How much of this
we learned in America by being made conscious
of our olive skin, brawny backs, accents, names,
and cultural quirks is not plain to us. Racism is
not our invention; we did not bring it with us;
we had prejudices enough and would gladly
have been spared new ones. Especially regarding
people who suffer more than we.

When television commentators and profes-
sors say “humanism” or “progress,” it seems to
ethnics like moral pressure to abandon their
own traditions, their faith, their associations, in
order to reap higher rewards in the culture of
the national corporations. Ethnic neighborhoods
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usually do not like interviewers, consultants,
government agents, organizers, sociologists.
Usually they resent the media. Almost all spokes-
men they meet from the world of intellect have
disdain for them. It shows. Do museums, along
with “Black art” and “Indian art,” have “Italo-
American” exhibitions or “Lithuanian-American”
days? Dvorak wrote the New World Symphony in
a tiny community of Bohemian craftsmen in
Iowa. All over the nation in print studios and
metal foundries when the craftsmen immigrants
from Europe die, their crafts will die with them.
Who here supports such skiils? [1971]

Notes

1. KM AND ROBERT [NOVAK]: A movie star and a
television news broadcaster.

2. MELLON: Andrew Mellon, an American indus-
trialist and financier.

3. Cur. LiB.: A derogatory label for sexual
liberation.

4. obruM THEOLOGICUM: Mutual hatred among
theologians, the result of differences in doc-
trinal interpretation.

Understanding the Reading

1. Why does Novak say that Poles lack
language?

2. Why did many people in public life abandon

their eastern European names?

What is the “power elite”?

What does Novak mean when he says, “We

did not feel this country belonged to us. We

felt fierce pride in it”?

What does “anti-unenlightenment” mean?

What does Novak mean by “the universalist

pretensions of liberal culture”?

7. What distinctions does Novak make between
a “nativist America” and an “ethnic America’?

8. What evidence does Novak provide to chal-
lenge the notion that ethnic Americans are
racist?

i
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Suggestions for Responding

1. Like Novak, most of us have felt alienated,
outside the cultural mainstream, in one way
or another. Describe a time or a circumstance
when you felt different and your belief sys-

tem or “natural” behavior was devalued.
What was your reaction? Did you try to “ad-
just” to the expectations and values of others,
or did the experience strengthen your alle-
giance to your ways?

2. What can we learn about the values of the
dominant American culture from the experi-
ences described by Paley, Qoyawayma, and
Novak? +

El Hilo Que Nos Une/The Thread
That Binds Us: Becoming a Puerto
Rican Woman'

CELIA ALVAREZ

My mother migrated to New York in the early
1950s during the period of rapid urbanization
and industrialization concomitant with Opera-
tion Bootstrap? on the Island. She was also a
seamstress. She married soon after her arrival and
subsequently had the three of us, one right after
the other.

Raised in the projects of downtown Brooklyn
near the Brooklyn Navy Yard I often wondered:
What were we doing here? How did we get here?
And why? Nobody said too much, however; no
one wanted to talk about the poverty and pain,
the family truces and secrets which clouded the
tremendous upheaval from Ponce? to San Juan to
New York.

I grew up speaking Spanish, dancing /a pa-
changa, merengue, and mambo, eating arroz
con habichuelas and drinking malta y café. 1
was smart, and learned to play the chords of
the bureaucratic machinery of housing, educa-
tion, and welfare very well at a very young age. I
translated for everyone—my mother, her friends,
our neighbors, as well as my teachers. My parents
kept us close to home and it was my responsi-
bility to keep my brother and sister in tow.

It was hard to understand it all, to try to make
sense of who I was as a Puerto Rican in New
York, so I read everything I could get my hands
on; watched the games the government would



