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CONSTRUCTING RACE, CREATING
WHITE PRIVILEGE
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Pem Davidson Buck

Constructing Race

Improbable as it now seems, since Americans live in a society where racial char-
acterization and self-definition appear to be parts of nature, in the early days of colo-
nization before slavery was solidified and clearly distinguished from other forms of
forced labor, Europeans and Africans seem not to have seen their physical differ-
ences in that way.! It took until the end of the 1700s for ideas about race to de-
velop until they resembled those we live with today. Before Bacon’s Rebellion,
African and European indentured servants made love with each other, married
each other, ran away with each other, lived as neighbors, liked or disliked each
other according to individual personality. Sometimes they died or were punished
together for resisting or revolting. And masters had to free both Europeans and
Africans if they survived to the end of their indentures. Likewise, Europeans ini-
tially did not place all Native Americans in a single racial category. They saw cul-
tural, not biological, differences among Native Americans as distinguishing one
tribe from another and from themselves.

Given the tendency of slaves, servants, and landless free Europeans and Africans
to cooperate in rebellion, the elite had to “teach Whites the value of whiteness” in
order to divide and rule their labor force.2 After Bacon’s Rebellion they utilized
their domination of colonial legislatures that made laws and of courts that admin-
istered them, gradually building a racial strategy based on the earlier tightening
and lengthening of African indenture. Part of this process was tighter control of vot-
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ing. Free property-owning blacks, mulattos, and Native Americans, all identified as
not of European ancestry, were denied the vote in 1723.3

To keep the racial categories separate, a 1691 law increased the punishment of
European women who married African or Indian men; toward the end of the 1600s
a white woman could be whipped or enslaved for marrying a Black. Eventually en-
slavement for white women was abolished because it transgressed the definition of
slavery as black. The problem of what to do with white women’s “black” children
was eventually partially solved by the control of white women’s reproduction to
prevent the existence of such children. The potentially “white” children of black
women were defined out of existence; they were “black” and shifted from serving
a thirty-year indenture to being slaves. To facilitate these reproductive distinctions
and to discourage the intimacy that can lead to solidarity and revolts, laws were
passed requiring separate quarters for black and white laborers. Kathleen Brown
points out that the control of women’s bodies thus became critical to the mainte-
nance of whiteness and to the production of slaves.* At the same time black men
were denied the rights of colonial masculinity as property ownership, guns, and ac-
cess to white women were forbidden. Children were made to inherit their mother’s
status, freeing European fathers from any vestiges of responsibility for their off-
spring born to indentured or enslaved African mothers. This legal shift has had a
profound effect on the distribution of wealth in the United States ever since; slave-
holding fathers were some of the richest men in the country, and their wealth, dis-
tributed among all their children, would have created a significant wealthy black
segment of the population.

At the same time a changing panoply of specific laws molded European behav-
ior into patterns that made slave revolt and cross-race unity more and more diffi-
cult.’” These laws limited, for instance, the European right to teach slaves to read.
Europeans couldn’t use slaves in skilled jobs, which were reserved for Europeans.
Furopeans had to administer prescribed punishment for slave “misbehavior” and
were expected to participate in patrolling at night. They did not have the legal right
to befriend Blacks. A white servant who ran away with a Black was subject to ad-
ditional punishment beyond that for simply running away. European rights to free
their slaves were also curtailed.

Built into all this, rarely mentioned but nevertheless basic to the elite’s ability
to create and maintain whiteness, slavery, and exploitation, was the use of force
against both Blacks and Whites. Fear kept many Whites from challenging, or even
questioning, the systemn. It is worth quoting Lerone Bennett’s analysis of how the
differentiation between black and white was accomplished:

The whole system of separation and subordination rested on official state terror. The
exigencies of the situation required men to kill some white people to keep them white
and to kill many blacks to keep them black. In the North and South, men and women
were maimed, tortured, and murdered in a comprehensive campaign of mass condi-
tioning. The severed heads of black and white rebels were impaled on poles along the
road as warnings to black people and white people, and opponents of the status quo
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were starved to death in chains and roasted slowly over open fires. Some rebels were
branded; others were castrated. This exemplary cruelty, which was carried out as a de-
liberate process of mass education, was an inherent part of the new system.®

Creating White Privilege

White privileges were established. The “daily exercise of white personal power over
black individuals had become a cherished aspect of Southern culture,” a critically
important part of getting Whites to “settle for being white.”” Privilege encouraged
Whites to identify with the big slaveholding planters as members of the same
“race.” They were led to act on the belief that all Whites had an equal interest in
the maintenance of whiteness and white privilege, and that it was the elite—those
controlling the economic system, the political system, and the judicial system—
who ultimately protected the benefits of being white.®

More pain could be inflicted on Blacks than on Whites.” Whites alone could
bear arms; Whites alone had the right of self-defense. White servants could own
livestock; Africans couldn’t. It became illegal to whip naked Whites. Whites but
not Africans had to be given their freedom dues at the end of their indenture.
Whites were given the right to beat any Blacks, even those they didn’t own, for fail-
ing to show proper respect. Only Whites could be hired to force black labor as
overseers. White servants and laborers were given lighter tasks and a monopoly, for
a time, on skilled jobs. White men were given the right to control “their” women
without elite interference; Blacks as slaves were denied the right to family at all,
since family would mean that slave husbands, not owners, controlled slave wives.
In 1668, all free African women were defined as labor, for whom husbands or em-
ployers had to pay a tithe, while white women were defined as keepers of men’s
homes, not as labor; their husbands paid no tax on them. White women were in-
directly given control of black slaves and the right to substitute slave labor for their
own labor in the fields.

Despite these privileges, landless Whites, some of them living in “miserable
huts,” might have rejected white privilege if they saw that in fact it made little pos-
itive difference in their lives, and instead merely protected them from the worst
negative effects of elite punishment and interference, such as were inflicted on
those of African descent.!” After all, the right to whip someone doesn’t cure your
own hunger or landlessness. By the end of the Revolutionary War unrest was in
the air. Direct control by the elite was no longer politically or militarily feasible.
Rebellions and attempted rebellions had been fairly frequent in the hundred years
following Bacon’s Rebellion.!! They indicated the continuing depth of landless
Furopean discontent. Baptist ferment against the belief in the inherent superiority
of the upper classes simply underscored the danger.!?

So landless Europeans had to be given some material reason to reject those as-
pects of their lives that made them similar to landless Africans and Native Ameri-
cans, and to focus instead on their similarity to the landed Europeans—to accept
whiteness as their defining characteristic. Landless Europeans’ only real similarity
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to the elite was their European ancestry itself, so that ancestry had to be given real
significance: European ancestry was identified with upward mobility and the right
to use the labor of the non-cligible in their upward climb. So, since land at that
time was the source of upward mobility, land had to be made available, if only to
a few.

Meanwhile, Thomas Jefferson advocated the establishment of a solid white
Anglo-Saxon yeoman class of small farmers, who, as property owners, would ac-
quire a vested interest in law and order and reject class conflict with the elite.
These small farmers would, by upholding “law and order,” support and sometimes
administer the legal mechanisms—ijails, workhouses and poorhouses, and vagrancy
laws —that would control other Whites who would remain a landless labor force.
They would support the legal and illegal mechanisms controlling Native Ameri-
cans, Africans, and poor Whites, becoming a buffer class between the elite and
those they most exploited, disguising the elite’s continuing grip on power and
wealth. . . .

The Psychological Wage

The initial construction of whiteness had been based on a material benefit for
Whites: land, or the apparently realistic hope of land. By the 1830s and 1840s, most
families identified by their European descent had had several generations of be-
lieving their whiteness was real. But its material benefit had faded. Many Whites
were poor, selling their labor either as farm renters or as industrial workers, and
they feared wage slavery, no longer certain they were much freer than slaves.!? But
this time, to control unrest, the elite had no material benefits they were willing to
part with. Nor were employers willing to raise wages. Instead, politicians and elites
emphasized whiteness as a benefit in itself.

The work of particular white intellectuals, who underscored the already exist-
ing belief in white superiority and the worries about white slavery, was funded by
elites and published in elite-owned printing houses.!* These intellectuals provided
fodder for newspaper discussions, speeches, scientific analysis, novels, sermons,
songs, and blackface minstrel shows in which white superiority was phrased as if
whiteness in and of itself was naturally a benefit, despite its lack of material advan-
tage. This sense of superiority allowed struggling northern Whites to look down
their noses at free Blacks and at recent immigrants, particularly the Irish. This ver-
sion of whiteness was supposed to make up for their otherwise difficult situation,
providing them with a “psychological wage” instead of cash—a bit like being em-
ployee of the month and given a special parking place instead of a raise.

Many Whites bought into the psychological wage, expressing their superior-
ity over non-Whites and defining them, rather than the capitalists, as the enemy.
They focused, often with trade union help, on excluding Blacks and immigrants
from skilled trades and better-paying jobs. Employers cooperated in confining
Blacks and immigrants to manual labor and domestic work, making a clear
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definition of the work suitable for white men.!® Native white men began shift-
ing away from defining themselves by their landowning freedom and indepen-
dence. Instead they accepted their dependence on capitalists and the control
employers exercised over their lives, and began to define themselves by their
class position as skilled “mechanics” working for better wages under better work-
ing conditions than other people. They became proud of their productivity,
which grew with the growing efficiency of industrial technology, and began
using it to define whiteness—and manhood. The ethnic of individual hard work
gained far wider currency. Successful competition in the labor marketplace
gradually became a mark of manhood, and “white man’s work” became the
defining characteristic of whiteness.!6 Freedom was equated with the right to
own and sell your own labor, as opposed to slavery, which allowed neither right.
Independence was now defined not only by property ownership but also by pos-
session of skill and tools that allowed wage-earning men to acquire status as a
head of household controlling dependents.!”

This redefinition of whiteness was built as much on changing gender as on
changing class relationships.'® Many native white men and women, including
workers, journalists, scientists, and politicians, began discouraging married women
from working for wages, claiming that true women served only their own families.
Despite this claim—the cult of domesticity, or of true womanhood —many wives
of working class men actually did work outside the home. They were less likely to
do so in those cases where native men were able, through strikes and the exclusion
of women, immigrants, and free Blacks, to create an artificial labor shortage. Such
shortages gave native working class men the leverage to force employers to pay
them enough to afford a non-earning wife. Women in the families of such men
frequently did “stay home” and frequently helped to promote the idea that people
who couldn’t do the same were genetically or racially or culturally inferior.

But native Whites whose wages actually weren't sufficient struggled on in
poverty. If a native woman worked for wages, particularly in a factory, the family
lost status. Many female factory workers were now immigrants rather than native
Whites. Many had no husband or had husbands whose wages, when they could
get work, came nowhere near supporting a family.!? It is no wonder immigrant
women weren't particularly “domestic.” Such families didn’t meet the cultural re-
quirements for white privilege —male “productivity” in “white man’s work” and de-
pendent female “domesticity.” These supposed white virtues became a bludgeon
with which to defend white privilege and to deny it to not-quite-Whites and not-
Whites, helping to construct a new working class hierarchy. This new hierarchy re-
served managerial and skilled jobs for “productive” native Whites. So, for the price
of reserving better jobs for some native Whites, the capitalist class gained native
white consent to their own loss of independence and to keeping most of the work-
ing class on abysmally low wages.

In the South, where there was less industry, the psychological wage slowly de-
veloped an additional role. It was used not only to gain consent to oppressive in-
dustrial relations, but also to convince poor farming Whites to support Southern
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elites in their conflict with Northern elites. Du Bois points out that by the
Civil War

. it became the fashion to pat the disenfranchised poor white man on the back
and tell him after all he was white and that he and the planters had a common ob-
ject in keeping the white man superior. This virus increased bitterness and relent-
less hatred, and after the war it became a chief ingredient in the division of the
working class in the Southern States.2
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How JEws BECAME WHITE FOLKS
And What That Says about Race in America

Karen Brodkin

The American nation was founded and developed by the Nordic race, but if a few
more million members of the Alpine, Mediterranean and Semitic races are
poured among us, the result must inevitably be a hybrid race of people as
worthless and futile as the good-for-nothing mongrels of Central America and
Southeastern Europe.

— KENNIsTH ROBERTS, “WHY EUROPE LEAVES HOME”

It is clear that Kenneth Roberts did not think of my ancestors as white, like him.
The late nineteenth century and early decades of the twentieth saw a steady stream
of warnings by scientists, policymakers, and the popular press that “mongreliza-
tion” of the Nordic or Anglo-Saxon race—the real Americans—by inferior Euro-
pean races (as well as by inferior non-European ones) was destroying the fabric of
the nation.

I continue to be surprised when I read books that indicate that America once
regarded its immigrant European workers as something other than white, as bio-
logically different. My parents are not surprised; they expect anti-Semitism to be

From How Jews Became White Folks and What That Says about Race in America (Rutgers University
Press). Reprinted by permission of the author.
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part of the fabric of daily life, much as I expect racism to be part of it. They came
of age in the Jewish world of the 1920s and 1930s, at the peak of anti-Semitism
in America.! They are rightly proud of their upward mobility and think of them-
selves as pulling themselves up by their own bootstraps. 1 grew up during the
1950s in the Euro-ethnic New York suburb of Valley Stream, where Jews were
simply one kind of white folks and where ethnicity meant little more to my gen-
eration than food and family heritage. Part of my ethnic heritage was the belief
that Jews were smart and that our success was due to our own efforts and abilities,
reinforced by a culture that valued sticking together, hard work, education, and
deferred gratification.

I am willing to affirm all those abilities and ideals and their contribution to
Jews” upward mobility, but I also argue that they were still far from sufficient to ac-
count for Jewish success. I say this because the belief in a Jewish version of Horatio
Alger has become a point of entry for some mainstream Jewish organizations to
adopt a racist attitude against African Americans especially and to oppose affirma-
tive action for people of color.? Instead I want to suggest that Jewish success is a
product not only of ability but also of the removal of powerful social barriers to its
realization.

It is certainly true that the United States has a history of anti-Semitism and of
beliefs that Jews are members of an inferior race. But Jews were hardly alone.
American anti-Semitism was part of a broader pattern of late-nineteenth-century
racism against all southern and eastern European immigrants, as well as against
Asian immigrants, not to mention African Americans, Native Americans, and Mex-
icans. These views justified all sorts of discriminatory treatment, including closing
the doors, between 1882 and 1927, to immigration from Europe and Asia. This
picture changed radically after World War II. Suddenly, the same folks who had
promoted nativism and xenophobia were eager to believe that the Euro-origin peo-
ple whom they had deported, reviled as members of inferior races, and prevented
from immigrating only a few years earlier, were now model middle-class white sub-
urban citizens.?

It was not an educational epiphany that made those in power change their
hearts, their minds, and our race. Instead, it was the biggest and best affirmative
action program in the history of our nation, and it was for Euromales. That is not
how it was billed, but it is the way it worked out in practice. I tell this story to show
the institutional nature of racism and the centrality of state policies to creating and
changing races. Here, those policies reconfigured the category of whiteness to in-
clude European immigrants. There are similarities and differences in the ways
each of the European immigrant groups became “whitened.” I tell the story in a
way that links anti-Semitism to other varieties of anti-European racism because this
highlights what Jews shared with other Euro-immigrants.

Euroraces

The U.S. “discovery” that Europe was divided into inferior and superior races
began with the racialization of the Irish in the mid-nineteenth century and flowered
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in response to the great waves of immigration from southern and eastern
Europe that began in the late nineteenth century. Before that time, European
immigrants—including Jews—had been largely assimilated into the white popu-
lation. However, the 23 million European immigrants who came to work in U.S.
cities in the waves of migration after 1880 were too many and too concentrated
to absorb. Since immigrants and their children made up more than 70 percent of
the population of most of the country’s largest cities, by the 1890s urban America
had taken on a distinctly southern and eastern European immigrant flavor. Like
the Irish in Boston and New York, their urban concentrations in dilapidated
neighborhoods put them cheek by jowl next to the rising elites and the middle
class with whom they shared public space and to whom their working-class eth-
nic communities were particularly visible.

The Red Scare of 1919 clearly linked anti-immigrant with anti-working-class
sentiment—to the extent that the Seattle general strike by largely native-born work-
ers was blamed on foreign agitators. The Red Scare was fueled by an economic de-
pression, a massive postwar wave of strikes, the Russian Revolution, and another
influx of postwar immigration. . . .

Not surprisingly, the belief in European races took root most deeply among the
wealthy, U.S.-born Protestant elite, who feared a hostile and seemingly inassimil-
able working class. By the end of the nineteenth century, Senator Henry Cabot
Lodge pressed Congress to cut off immigration to the United States; Theodore
Roosevelt raised the alarm of “race suicide” and took Anglo-Saxon women to task
for allowing “native” stock to be outbred by inferior immigrants. In the early twen-
tieth century, these fears gained a great deal of social legitimacy thanks to the ef-
forts of an influential network of aristocrats and scientists who developed theories
of eugenics—breeding for a “better” humanity—and scientific racism.

Key to these efforts was Madison Grant’s influential The Passing of the Great
Race, published in 1916. Grant popularized notions developed by William Z. Rip-
ley and Daniel Brinton that there existed three or four major Furopean races,
ranging from the superior Nordics of northwestern Europe to the inferior south-
ern and eastern races of the Alpines, Mediterraneans, and worst of all, Jews, who
seemed to be everywhere in his native New York City. Grant’s nightmare was
race-mixing among Furopeans. For him, “the cross between any of the three Eu-
ropean races and a Jew is a Jew.” He didn’t have good things to say about Alpine
or Mediterranean “races” either. For Grant, race and class were interwoven: the
upper class was racially pure Nordic; the lower classes came from the lower
races.

Far from being on the fringe, Grant’s views were well within the popular main-
stream. Here is the New York Times describing the Jewish Lower East Side of a
century ago:

The neighborhood where these people live is absolutely impassable for wheeled ve-
hicles other than their pushcarts. If a truck driver tries to get through where their
pushcarts are standing they apply to him all kinds of vile and indecent epithets. The
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driver is fortunate if he gets out of the street without being hit with a stone or hav-
ing a putrid fish or piece of meat thrown in his face. This neighborhood, peopled
almost entirely by the people who claim to have been driven from Poland and Rus-
sia, is the eyesore of New York and perhaps the filthiest place on the western con-
tinent. It is impossible for a Christian to live there because he will be driven out,
either by blows or the dirt and stench. Cleanliness is an unknown quantity to these
people. They cannot be lifted up to a higher plane because they do not want to be.
If the cholera should ever get among these people, they would scatter its germs as
a sower does grain.’

Such views were well within the mainstream of the early-twentieth-century sci-
entific community.® Madison Grant and eugenicist Charles B. Davenport orga-
nized the Galton Society in 1918 in order to foster research, promote eugenics,
and restrict immigration.” . . .

By the 1920s, scientific racism sanctified the notion that real Americans were
white and that real whites came from northwest Europe. Racism by white workers
in the West fueled laws excluding and expelling the Chinese in 1882. Widespread
racism led to closing the immigration door to virtually all Asians and most Euro-
peans between 1924 and 1927, and to deportation of Mexicans during the Great
Depression.

Racism in general, and anti-Semitism in particular, flourished in higher edu-
cation. Jews were the first of the Euro-immigrant groups to enter college in signif-
icant numbers, so it was not surprising that they faced the brunt of discrimination
there. The Protestant elite complained that Jews were unwashed, uncouth, unre-
fined, loud, and pushy. Harvard University President A. Lawrence Lowell, who was
also a vice president of the Immigration Restriction League, was open about his
opposition to Jews at Harvard. The Seven Sister schools had a reputation for “fla-
grant discrimination.” . . .

Columbia’s quota against Jews was well known in my parents’ community. My
father is very proud of having beaten it and been admitted to Columbia Dental
School on the basis of his skill at carving a soap ball. Although he became a teacher
instead because the tuition was too high, he took me to the dentist every week of
my childhood and prolonged the agony by discussing the finer points of tooth-
filling and dental care. My father also almost failed the speech test required for his
teaching license because he didn’t speak “standard,” i.e., nonimmigrant, nonac-
cented English. For my parents and most of their friends, English was the language
they had learned when they went to school, since their home and neighborhood
language was Yiddish. They saw the speech test as designed to keep all ethnics, not
just Jews, out of teaching.

There is an ironic twist to this story. My mother always urged me to speak well,
like her friend Ruth Saronson, who was a speech teacher. Ruth remained my
model for perfect diction until I went away to college. When I talked to her on
one of my visits home, I heard the New York accent of my version of “standard
English,” compared to the Boston academic version.
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My parents believe that Jewish success, like their own, was due to hard work
and a high value placed on education. They attended Brooklyn College during the
Depression. My mother worked days and went to school at night; my father went
during the day. Both their families encouraged them. More accurately, their fam-
ilies expected it. Everyone they knew was in the same boat, and their world was
made up of Jews who were advancing just as they were. The picture for New
York —where most Jews lived—seems to back them up. In 1920, Jews made up 80
percent of the students at New York’s City College, 90 percent of Hunter College,
and before World War 1, 40 percent of private Columbia University. By 1934, Jews
made up almost 24 percent of all law students nationally and 56 percent of those
in New York City. Still, more Jews became public school teachers, like my parents
and their friends, than doctors or lawyers. Indeed, Ruth Jacknow Markowitz has
shown that “my daughter, the teacher” was, for parents, an aspiration equivalent to
“my son, the doctor.”®

How we interpret Jewish social mobility in this milieu depends on whom we
compare them to. Compared with other immigrants, Jews were upwardly mobile.
But compared with nonimmigrant whites, that mobility was very limited and cir-
cumscribed. The existence of anti-immigrant, racist, and anti-Semitic barriers kept
the Jewish middle class confined to a small number of occupations. Jews were ex-
cluded from mainstream corporate management and corporately employed profes-
sions, except in the garment and movie industries, in which they were pioneers.
Jews were almost totally excluded from university faculties (the few who made it
had powerful patrons). Eastern European Jews were concentrated in small busi-
nesses, and in professions where they served a largely Jewish clientele. . . .

My parents’ generation believed that Jews overcame anti-Semnitic barriers be-
cause Jews are special. My answer is that the Jews who were upwardly mobile were
special among Jews (and were also well placed to write the story). My generation
might well respond to our parents’ story of pulling themselves up by their own
bootstraps with “But think what you might have been without the racism and with
some affirmative action!” And that is precisely what the post-World War II boom,
the decline of systematic, public, anti-Euro racism and anti-Semitism, and govern-
mental affirmative action extended to white males let us see.

Whitening Euro-ethnics

By the time I was an adolescent, Jews were just as white as the next white person.
Until T was eight, [ was a Jew in a world of Jews. Everyone on Avenue Z in
Sheepshead Bay was Jewish. I spent my days playing and going to school on three
blocks of Avenue Z, and visiting my grandparents in the nearby Jewish neighbor-
hoods of Brighton Beach and Coney Island. There were plenty of ltalians in my
neighborhood, but they lived around the corner. They were a kind of Jew, but on
the margins of my social horizons. Portuguese were even more distant, at the end
of the bus ride, at Sheepshead Bay. The shul, or temple, was on Avenue Z, and |
begged my father to take me like all the other fathers took their kids, but religion
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wasn't part of my family’s Judaism. Just how Jewish my neighborhood was hit me
in first grade, when I was one of two kids to go to school on Rosh Hashanah. My
teacher was shocked —she was Jewish too—and I was embarrassed to tears when
she sent me home. I was never again sent to school on Jewish holidays. We left
that world in 1949 when we moved to Valley Stream, Long Island, which was
Protestant and Republican and even had farms until Irish, Italian, and Jewish ex-
urbanities like us gave it a more suburban and Democratic flavor.

Neither religion nor ethnicity separated us at school or in the neighborhood. Ex-
cept temporarily. During my elementary school years, I remember a fair number of
-~ dirtbomb (a good suburban weapon) wars on the block. Periodically, one of the
Catholic boys would accuse me or my brother of killing his god, to which we’d reply,
“Did not,” and start lobbing dirt bombs. Sometimes he’d get his friends from Catholic
school and I'd get mine from public school kids on the block, some of whom were
Catholic. Hostilities didn’t last for more than a couple of hours and punctuated an
otherwise friendly relationship. They ended by our junior high years, when other
things became more important. Jews, Catholics, and Protestants, Italians, Irish, Poles,
“English” (I don’t remember hearing WASP as a kid), were mixed up on the block
and in school. We thought of ourselves as middle class and very enlightened because
our ethnic backgrounds seemed so irrelevant to high school culture. We didn’t see
race (we thought), and racism was not part of our peer consciousness. Nor were the
immigrant or working-class histories of our families.

As with most chicken-and-egg problems, it is hard to know which came first.
Did Jews and other Euro-ethnics become white because they became middle-
class? That is, did money whiten? Or did being incorporated into an expanded ver-
sion of whiteness open up the economic doors to middle-class status? Clearly, both
tendencies were at work.

Some of the changes set in motion during the war against fascism led to a
more inclusive version of whiteness. Anti-Semitism and anti-European racism
lost respectability. The 1940 Census no longer distinguished native whites of
native parentage from those, like my parents, of immigrant parentage, so Euro-
immigrants and their children were more securely white by submersion in an
expanded notion of whiteness.?

Theories of nurture and culture replaced theories of nature and biology.
Instead of dirty and dangerous races that would destroy American democracy,
immigrants became ethnic groups whose children had successfully assimilated into
the mainstream and risen to the middle class. In this new myth, Euro-ethnic
suburbs like mine became the measure of American democracy’s victory over
racism. Jewish mobility became a new Horatio Alger story. In time and with hard
work, every ethnic group would get a piece of the pie, and the United States would
be a nation with equal opportunity for all its people to become part of a prosperous
middle-class majority. And it seemed that Euro-ethnic immigrants and their
children were delighted to join middle America.

This is not to say that anti-Semitism disappeared after World War II, only that
it fell from fashion and was driven underground. . . .
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Although changing views on who was white made it easier for Euro-cthinics to
become middle class, economic prosperity also played a very powerful role in the
whitening process. The economic mobility of Jews and other Euro-ethnics derived
ultimately from America’s postwar economic prosperity and its enormously
expanded need for professional, technical, and managerial labor, as well as on
government assistance in providing it.

The United States emerged from the war with the strongest economy in the
world. Real wages rose between 1946 and 1960, increasing buying power a hefty
22 percent and giving most Americans some discretionary income. American
manufacturing, banking, and business services were increasingly dominated by
large corporations, and these grew into multinational corporations. Their
organizational centers lay in big, new urban headquarters that demanded growing
numbers of clerical, technical, and managerial workers. The postwar period was a
historic moment for real class mobility and for the affluence we have erroneously
come to believe was the American norm. It was a time when the old white and the
newly white masses became middle class.!?

The GI Bill of Rights, as the 1944 Serviceman’s Readjustment Act was known,
is arguably the most massive affirmative action program in American history. It was
created to develop needed labor force skills and to provide those who had them
with a lifestyle that reflected their value to the economy. The GI benefits that were
ultimately extended to 16 million Gls (of the Korean War as well) included prior-
ity in jobs—that is, preferential hiring, but no one objected to it then—financial
support during the job search, small loans for starting up businesses, and most im-
portant, low-interest home loans and educational benefits, which included tuition
and living expenses. This legislation was rightly regarded as one of the most revo-
lutionary postwar programs. I call it affirmative action because it was aimed at and
disproportionately helped male, Euro-origin Gls.! ...

Education and Occupation

It is important to remember that, prior to the war, a college degree was still very
much a “mark of the upper class,” that colleges were largely finishing schools for
Protestant elites. Before the postwar boom, schools could not begin to accommo-
date the American masses. Even in New York City before the 1930s, neither the
public schools nor City College had room for more than a tiny fraction of poten-
tial immigrant students.!2

Not so after the war. The almost 8 million Gls who took advantage of their
educational benefits under the GI Bill caused “the greatest wave of college building
in American history.” White male Gls were able to take advantage of their
educational benefits for college and technical training, so they were particularly
well positioned to seize the opportunities provided by the new demands for
professional, managerial, and technical labor.
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It has been well documented that the GI educational benefits transformed Ameri-
can higher education and raised the educational level of that generation and gen-
erations to come. With many provisions for assistance in upgrading their educational
attainments, veterans pulled ahead of nonveterans in earning capacity. In the long
run it was the nonveterans who had fewer opportunities.'?

- - - Even more significantly, the postwar boom transformed America’s class
structure—or at least its status structure —so that the middle class expanded to en-
compass most of the population. Before the war, most Jews, like most other Amer-
icans, were part of the working class, defined in terms of occupation, education,
and income. Already upwardly mobile before the war relative to other immigrants,
Jews floated high on this rising economic tide, and most of them entered the mid-
dle class. The children of other immigrants did too. Still, even the high tide missed
some Jews. As late as 1973, some 15 percent of New York’s Jews were poor or near
poor, and in the 1960s, almost 25 percent of employed Jewish men remained man-
ual workers. 14

The reason I refer to educational and occupational GI benefits as affirmative
action programs for white males is because they were decidedly not extended to
African Americans or to women of any race. Theoretically they were available to
all veterans; in practice women and black veterans did not get anywhere near their
share. Women’s Army and Air Force units were initially organized as auxiliaries,
hence not part of the military. When that status was changed, in July 1943, only
those who reenlisted in the armed forces were eligible for veterans’ benefits. Many
women thought they were simply being demobilized and returned home. The
majority remained and were ultimately eligible for veterans’ benefits. But there was
little counseling, and a social climate that discouraged women’s careers and
independence cut down on women’s knowledge and sense of entitlement. The
Veterans Administration kept no statistics on the number of women who used their
GI benefits.!®

The barriers that almost completely shut African American Gls out of their
benefits were even more formidable. In Neil Wynn's portrait, black Gls anticipated
starting new lives, just like their white counterparts. Over 43 percent hoped to
return to school, and most expected to relocate, to find better jobs in new lines of
work. The exodus from the South toward the North and West was particularly
large. So it was not a question of any lack of ambition on the part of African
American Gls. White male privilege was shaped against the backdrop of wartime
racism and postwar sexism.,

During and after the war, there was an upsurge in white racist violence
against black servicemen, in public schools, and by the Ku Klux Klan. It spread
to California and New York. The number of lynchings rose during the war, and
in 1943 there were antiblack race riots in several large northern cities. Although
there was a wartime labor shortage, black people were discriminated against
when it came to well-paid defense industry jobs and housing. In 1946, white
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riots against African Americans occurred across the South and in Chicago and
Philadelphia.

Gains made as a result of the wartime civil rights movement, especially in
defense-related employment, were lost with peacetime conversion, as black workers
were the first to be fired, often in violation of seniority. White women were also
laid off, ostensibly to make room for jobs for demobilized servicemen, and in the
long run women lost most of the gains they had made in wartime. We now know
that women did not leave the labor force in any significant numbers but, instead,
were forced to find inferior jobs, largely nonunion, part-time, and clerical.1®

The military, the Veterans Administration, the U.S. Employment Services
(USES), and the Federal Housing Administration effectively denied African
American Gls access to their benefits and to new educational, occupational, and
residential opportunities. Black Gls who served in the thoroughly segregated armed
forces during World War Il served under white officers. African American soldiers
were given a disproportionate share of dishonorable discharges, which denied them
veterans’ rights under the GI Bill. Between August and November 1946, for
example, 21 percent of white soldiers and 39 percent of black soldiers were
dishonorably discharged. Those who did get an honorable discharge then faced the
Veterans Administration and the USES. The latter, which was responsible for job
placements, employed very few African Americans, especially in the South. This
meant that black veterans did not receive much employment information and that
the offers they did receive were for low-paid and menial jobs. “In one survey of 50
cities, the movement of blacks into peacetime employment was found to be lagging
far behind that of white veterans: in Arkansas ninety-five percent of the placements
made by the USES for Afro-Americans were in service or unskilled jobs.”!” African
Americans were also less likely than whites, regardless of GI status, to gain new jobs
commensurate with their wartime jobs. For example, in San Francisco, by 1948,
black Americans “had dropped back halfway to their prewar employment status.”!®

Black Gls faced discrimination in the educational system as well. Despite the
end of restrictions on Jews and other Furo-ethnics, African Americans were not
welcome in white colleges. Black colleges were overcrowded, but the combination
of segregation and prejudice made for few alternatives. About 20,000 black veterans
attended college by 1947, most in black colleges, but almost as many, 15,000,
could not gain entry. Predictably, the disproportionately few African Americans
who did gain access to their educational benefits were able, like their white
counterparts, to become doctors and engineers, and to enter the black middle
class.1?

Suburbanization

In 1949, ensconced in Valley Stream, I watched potato farms turn into Levittown
and Idlewild (later Kennedy) airport. This was the major spectator sport in our first
years on Long Island. A typical weekend would bring various aunts, uncles, and
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cousins out from the city. After a huge meal, we’d pile into the car—itself a
novelty—to look at the bulldozed acres and comment on the matchbox
construction. During the week, my mother and I would look at the houses going
up within walking distance.

Bill Levitt built a basic, 900~1,000 square foot, somewhat expandable house for
a lower-middle-class and working-class market on Long Island, and later in
Pennsylvania and New Jersey. Levittown started out as 2,000 units of rental housing
at $60 a month, designed to meet the low-income housing needs of returning war
vets, many of whom, like my Aunt Evie and Uncle Julie, were living in Quonset
huts. By May 1947, Levitt and Sons had acquired enough land in Hempstead
Township on Long Island to build 4,000 houses, and by the next February, he had
built 6,000 units and named the development after himself. After 1948, federal
financing for the construction of rental housing tightened, and Levitt switched to
building houses for sale. By 1951, Levittown was a development of some 15,000
families.?0

At the beginning of World War II, about one-third of all American families
owned their houses. That percentage doubled in twenty years. Most Levittowners
looked just like my family. They came from New York City or Long Island; about
17 percent were military, from nearby Mitchell Field; Levittown was their first
house, and almost everyone was married. Three-quarters of the 1947 inhabitants
were white collar, but by 1950 more blue-collar families had moved in, so that by
1951, “barely half” of the new residents were white collar, and by 1960 their
occupational profile was somewhat more working class than for Nassau County as
a whole. By this time too, almost one-third of Levittown’s people were either
foreign-born or, like my parents, first-generation U.S.-born.?!

The Federal Housing Administration (FHA) was key to buyers and builders
alike. Thanks to the FHA, suburbia was open to more than Gls. People like us
would never have been in the market for houses without FHA and Veterans
Administration (VA) low-down-payment, low-interest, long-term loans to young
buyers. . . .

The FHA believed in racial segregation. Throughout its history, it publicly and
actively promoted restrictive covenants. Before the war, these forbade sales to Jews
and Catholics as well as to African Americans. The deed to my house in Detroit
had such a covenant, which theoretically prevented it from being sold to Jews or
African Americans. Even after the Supreme Court outlawed restrictive covenants
in 1948, the FHA continued to encourage builders to write them in against African
Americans. FHA underwriting manuals openly insisted on racially homogeneous
neighborhoods, and their loans were made only in white neighborhoods. I bought
my Detroit house in 1972, from Jews who were leaving a largely African American
neighborhood. By that time, restrictive covenants were a dead letter, but block
busting by realtors was replacing it.

With the federal government behind them, virtually all developers refused to
sell to African Americans. Palo Alto and Levittown, like most suburbs as late as
1960, were virtually all white. Out of 15,741 houses and 65,276 people, averaging
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4.2 people per house, only 220 Levittowners, or 52 households, were “nonwhite.”
In 1958, Levitt announced publicly, at a press conference held to open his New
Jersey development, that he would not sell to black buyers. This caused a furor
because the state of New Jersey (but not the U.S. government) prohibited
discrimination in federally subsidized housing. Levitt was sued and fought it.
There had been a white riot in his Pennsylvania development when a black family
moved in a few years earlier. In New Jersey, he was ultimately persuaded by
township ministers to integrate. . . .

The result of these policies was that African Americans were totally shut out
of the suburban boom. An article in Harper’s described the housing available to

black GlIs.

On his way to the base each morning, Sergeant Smith passes an attractive air-
conditioned, FHA-financed housing project. It was built for service families. Its
rents are little more than the Smiths pay for their shack. And there are half-a-
dozen vacancies, but none for Negroes.??

Where my family felt the seductive pull of suburbia, Marshall Berman’s expe-
rienced the brutal push of urban renewal. In the Bronx, in the 1950s, Robert
Moses’s Cross-Bronx Expressway erased “a dozen solid, settled, densely populated
neighborhoods like our own. . . . [SJomething like 60,000 working- and lower-
middle-class people, mostly Jews, but with many Italians, Irish, and Blacks thrown
in, would be thrown out of their homes. . . . For ten years, through the late 1950s
and carly 1960s, the center of the Bronx was pounded and blasted and smashed.”?*

Urban renewal made postwar cities into bad places to live. At a physical level,
urban renewal reshaped them, and federal programs brought private developers
and public officials together to create downtown central business districts where
there had formerly been a mix of manufacturing, commerce, and working-class
neighborhoods. Manufacturing was scattered to the peripheries of the city, which
were ringed and bisected by a national system of highways. Some working-class
neighborhoods were bulldozed, but others remained. In Los Angeles, as in New
York’s Bronx, the postwar period saw massive freeway construction right through
the heart of old working-class neighborhoods. In East Los Angeles and Santa
Monica, Chicana/o and African American communities were divided in half or
blasted to smithereens by the highways bringing Angelenos to the new white
suburbs, or to make way for civic monuments like Dodger Stadium.?*

Urban renewal was the other side of the process by which Jewish and other
working-class Euro-immigrants became middle class. It was the push to suburbia’s
seductive pull. The fortunate white survivors of urban renewal headed
disproportionately for suburbia, where they could partake of prosperity and the
good life. . . .

If the federal stick of urban renewal joined the FHA carrot of cheap mortgages
to send masses of Euro-Americans to the suburbs, the FHA had a different kind of
one-two punch for African Americans. Segregation kept them out of the suburbs,
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and redlining made sure they could not buy or repair their homes in the
neighborhoods in which they were allowed to live. The FHA practiced systematic
redlining. This was a practice developed by its predecessor, the Home Owners
Loan Corporation (HOLC), which in the 1930s developed an elaborate
neighborhood rating system that placed the highest (green) value on all-white,
middle-class neighborhoods, and the lowest (red) on racially nonwhite or mixed
and working-class neighborhoods. High ratings meant high property values. The
idea was that low property values in redlined neighborhoods made them bad
investments. The FHA was, after all, created by and for banks and the housing
industry. Redlining warned banks not to lend there, and the FHA would not insurc
mortgages in such neighborhoods. Redlining created a self-fulfilling prophesy.

With the assistance of local realtors and banks, it assigned one of the four ratings to
every block in every city. The resulting information was then translated into the ap-
propriate color [green, blue, yellow, or red] and duly recorded on secret “Residen-
tial Security Maps” in local HOLC offices. The maps themselves were placed in
elaborate “City Survey Files,” which consisted of reports, questionnaires, and work-
papers relating to current and future values of real estate.25

The FHA’s and VA’s refusal to guarantee loans in redlined neighborhoods made
it virtually impossible for African Americans to borrow money for home improve-
ment or purchase. Because these maps and surveys were quite secret, it took the
civil rights movement to make these practices and their devastating consequences
public. As a result, those who fought urban renewal, or who sought to make a
home in the urban ruins, found themselves locked out of the middle class. They
also faced an ideological assault that labeled their neighborhoods slums and called
them slumdwellers.26

Conclusion

The record is very clear. Instead of seizing the opportunity to end institutional-
ized racism, the federal government did its level best to shut and double-seal the
postwar window of opportunity in African Americans’ faces. It consistently refused
to combat segregation in the social institutions that were key to upward mobility
in education, housing, and employment. Moreover, federal programs that were
themselves designed to assist demobilized Gls and young families systematically
discriminated against African Americans. Such programs reinforced white/
nonwhite racial distinctions even as intrawhite racialization was falling out of fash-
ion. This other side of the coin, that white men of northwest European ancestry
and white men of southeastern European ancestry were treated equally in theory
and in practice with regard to the benefits they received, was part of the larger
postwar whitening of Jews and other eastern and southern Europeans.

The myth that Jews pulled themselves up by their own bootstraps ignores the
fact that it took federal programs to create the conditions whereby the abilities of
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Jews and other European immigrants could be recognized and rewarded rather
than denigrated and denied. The GI Bill and FHA and VA mortgages, even
though they were advertised as open to all, functioned as a set of racial privileges.
They were privileges because they were extended to white Gls but not to black
GIs. Such privileges were forms of affirmative action that allowed Jews and other
Furo-American men to become suburban homeowners and to get the training
that allowed them—but much less so women vets or war workers—to become
professionals, technicians, salesmen, and managers in a growing economy. Jews
and other white ethnics’ upward mobility was due to programs that allowed us
to float on a rising economic tide. To African Americans, the government offered
the cement boots of segregation, redlining, urban renewal, and discrimination.

Those racially skewed gains have been passed across the generations, so that
racial inequality seems to maintain itself “naturally,” even after legal segregation
ended. Today, I own a house in Venice, California, like the one in which I grew
up in Valley Stream, and my brother until recently owned a house in Palo Alto
much like an Eichler house. Both of us are where we are thanks largely to the
postwar benefits our parents received and passed on to us, and to the educational
benefits we received in the 1960s as a result of affluence and the social agitation
that developed from the black Freedom Movement. I have white, African American,
and Asian American colleagues whose parents received fewer or none of America’s
postwar benefits and who expect never to own a house despite their considerable
academic achievements. Some of these colleagues who are a few years younger
than I also carry staggering debts for their education, which they expect to have to
repay for the rest of their lives.

Conventional wisdom has it that the United States has always been an affluent
land of opportunity. But the truth is that affluence has been the exception and that
real upward mobility has required massive affirmative action programs. . . .

NOTES

1. Gerber 1986; Dinnerstein 1987, 1994.

2. On the belief in Jewish and Asian versions of Horatio Alger, see Steinberg 1989,
chap. 3; Gilman 1996. On Jewish culture, see Gordon 1964; sce Sowell 1981 for an up-
dated version.

3. Not all Jews are white or unambiguously white. It has been suggested, for example,
that Hasidim lack the privileges of whiteness. Rodriguez (1997, 12, 15) has begun to un-
pack the claims of white Jewish “amenity migrants” and the different racial meanings of
Chicano claims to a crypto-Jewish identity in New Mexico. See also Thomas 1996 on
African American Jews.

4. M. Grant 1916; Ripley 1923; see also Patterson 1997; M. Grant, quoted in Higham
1955, 156.

5. New York Times, 30 July 1893, “Fast Side Street Vendors,” reprinted in Schoener
1967, 57-58.

6. Gould 1981; Higham 1955; Patterson 1997, 108-115.
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7. It was intended, as Davenport wrote to the president of the American Museum of
Natural History, Henry Fairfield Osborne, as “an anthropological society . . . with a central
governing body, self-elected and self-perpetuating, and very limited in members, and also
confined to native Americans [sic| who are anthropologically, socially and politically sound,
no Bolsheviki need apply” (Barkan 1992, 67-68).

8. Steinberg 1989, 137, 227, Markowitz 1993.

9. This census also explicitly changed the Mexican race to white (U.S. Bureau of the
Census 1940, 2:4).

10. Nash et al. 1986, 885-886.

11. On planning for veterans, see F. J. Brown 1946; Hurd 1946; Mosch 1975; “Post-
war Jobs for Veterans” 1945; Willenz 1983.

12. Willenz 1983, 165.

13. Nash et al. 1986, 885; Willenz 1983, 165. On mobility among veterans and non
veterans, sce Havighurst et al. 1951,

14. Steinberg 1989, 89-90.

15. Willenz 1983, 20-28, 94-97. I thank Nancy G. Cattell for calling my attention to
the fact that women Gls were ultimately eligible for benefits.

16. Willenz 1983, 168; Dalfiume 1969, 133-134; Wynn 1976, 114-116; Anderson
1981; Milkman 1987.

17. Nalty and MacGregor 1981, 218, 60-61.

18. Wynn 1976, 114, 116.

19. On African Americans in the U.S. military, see Foner 1974; Dalfiume 1969; John-
son 1967; Binkin and Eitelberg 1982; Nalty and MacGregor 1981. On schooling, see
Walker 1970, 4-9.

20. Hartman (1975, 141-142) cites massive abuses in the 1940s and 1950s by builders
under the Section 608 program in which “the FHA granted extraordinarily liberal conces-
sions to lackadaisically supervised private developers to induce them to produce rental hous-
ing rapidly in the postwar period.” Eichler (1982) indicates that things were not that different
in the subsequent FHA-funded home-building industry.

21. Dobriner 1963, 91, 100.

22. Quoted in Foner 1974, 195.

23. Berman 1982, 292.

24. On urban renewal and housing policies, see Greer 1965; Hartman 1975; Squires
1989. On Los Angeles, see Pardo 1990; Cockroft 1990.

25. Jackson 1985, 197. These ideas from the real estate industry were “codified and le-
gitimated in 1930s work by University of Chicago sociologist Robert Park and real estate pro-
fessor Homer Hoyt” (Ibid., 198-199).

26. See Gans 1962.
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