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KAREN BRODKIN SACKS

How Did Jews Become White Folks?

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.

(Kenneth Roberts, qtd. in Carlson and Colburn 1972:312)

It is clear that Kenneth Roberts did not think of my ancestors as white
like him. The late nineteenth and early decades of the twentieth centu-
ries saw a steady stream of warnings by scientists, policymakers, and the
popular press that “mongrelization” of the Nordic or Anglo-Saxon
race—the real Americans—by inferior European races (as well as infe-
rior non-European ones) was destroying the fabric of the nation. I con-
tinue to be surprised to read that America did not always regard its
immigrant European workers as white, that they thought people from
different nations were biologically different. My parents, who are first-
generation U.S.-born Eastern European Jews, are not surprised. They
expect anti-Semitism to be part of the fabric of daily life, much as I
expect racism to be part of it. They came of age in a Jewish world in the
1920s and 1930s at the peak of anti-Semitism in the United States
(Gerber 1986a). They are proud of their upward mobility and think of
themselves as pulling themselves up by their own bootstraps. I grew up
during the 1950s in the Euroethnic New York suburb of Valley Stream
where Jews were simply one kind of white folks and where ethnicity
meant little more to my generation than food and family heritage. Part
of my familized ethnic heritage was the belief that Jews were smart and
that our success was the result of our own efforts and abilities, re-
inforced by a culture that valued sticking together, hard work, educa-
tion, and deferred gratification. Today, this belief in a Jewish version of
Horatio Alger has become an entry point for racism by some main-
stream Jewish organizations against African Americans especially, and
for their opposition to affirmative action for people of cotor (Gordon
1964; Sowell 1983; Steinberg 1989: chap. 3).
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It is certainly true that the United States has a history of anti-Semitism
and of beliefs that Jews were 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 Euro-
pean immigrants, as well as against Asian immigrants. These views justi-
fied all sorts of discriminatory treatment including closing the doors to
immigration from Europe and Asia in the 1920s.! This picture changed
radically after World War II. Suddenly the same folks who promoted
nativism and xenophobia were eager to believe that the Euro-origin
people 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 suburban 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. There are similarities and differences in the ways each of
the European immigrant groups became “whitened.” I want to tell the
story in a way that links anti-Semitism to other varieties of anti-
European racism, because this foregrounds what Jews shared with other
Euroimmigrants and shows changing notions of whiteness to be part of
Anmerica’s larger system of institutional racism.

Euroraces

The U.S. “discovery” that Europe had inferior and superior races came
in response to the great waves of immigration from southern and eastern
Europe in the late nineteenth century. Before that time, European
immigrants—including Jews—had been largely assimilated into the
white population. The twenty-three million European immigrants who
came to work in U.S. cities after 1880 were too many and too concen-
trated to disperse and blend. Instead, they piled up in the country’s most
dilapidated urban areas, where they built new kinds of working-class
ethnic communities. Since immigrants and their children made up more
than 70 percent of the population of most of the country’s largest cities,
urban America came to take on a distinctly immigrant flavor. The
golden age of industrialization in the United States was also the golden
age of class struggle between the captains of the new industrial empires
and the masses of manual workers whose labor made them rich. As the
majority of mining and manufacturing workers, immigrants were visibly
major players in these struggles (Higham 1955:226; Steinberg 1989:36).2

The Red Scare of 1919 clearly linked anti-immigrant to anti-
working-class sentiment—to the extent that the Seattle general strike
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in providing it. The United States emerged from the war with the strong-
est economy in the world. Real wages rose between 1946 and 1960, in-
creasing buying power a hefty 22 percent and giving most Americans
some discretionary income (Nash et al. 1986:885-886). U.S. manufactur-
ing, banking, and business services became 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 technical and managerial workers. The postwar pe-
riod was a historic moment for real class mobility and for the affluence we
have erroneously come to believe was the U.S. 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, was arguably the most massive affirmative action program
in U.S. history. It was created to develop needed labor-force skills, and
to provide those who had them with a life-style that reflected their value
to the economy. The GI benefits ultimately extended to sixteen million
GIs (veterans of the Korean War as well) included priority 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
important, low-interest home loans and educational benefits, which in-
cluded tuition and living expenses (Brown 1946; Hurd 1946; Mosch
1975; Postwar Jobs for Veterans 1945; Willenz 1983). This legislation was
rightly regarded as one of the most revolutionary postwar programs. I
call it affirmative action because it was aimed at and disproportionately
helped male, Euro-origin Gls.

GI benefits, like the New Deal affirmative action programs before
them and the 1960s affirmative action programs after them, were re-
sponses to protest. Business executives and the general public believed
that the war economy had only temporarily halted the Great Depres-
sion. Many feared its return and a return to the labor strife and radical-
ism of the 1930s (Eichler 1982:4; Nash et al. 1986:885). “[M]emories of
the Depression remained vivid and many people suffered from what
Davis Ross has aptly called ‘depression psychosis’—the fear that the war
would inevitably be followed by layoffs and mass unemployment”
(Wynn 1976:15).

It was a reasonable fear. The eleven million military personnel who
were demobilized in the 1940s represented a quarter of the U.S. labor
force (Mosch 1975:1, 20). In addition, ending war production brought a
huge number of layoffs, growing unemployment, and a high rate of
inflation. To recoup wartime losses in real wages caused by inflation as
well as by the unions’ no-strike pledge in support of the war effort,
workers staged a massive wave of strikes in 1946. More workers went
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out on strike that year than ever before, and there were strikes in all the
heavy industries: railroads, coal mining, auto, steel, and electrical. For a
brief moment, it looked like class struggle all over again. But govern-
ment and business leaders had learned from the experience of bitter
labor struggles after World War 1 just how important it was to assist
demobilized soldiers. The GI Bill resulted from their determination to
avoid those mistakes this time. The biggest benefits of this legislation
were for college and technical school education, and for very cheap
home mortgages.

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” (Willenz 1983:165). Colleges
were largely finishing schools for Protestant elites. Before the postwar
boom, schools could not begin to accommodate 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 potential immi-
grant students.

Not so after the war. The almost eight million GIs who took advan-
tage of their educational benefits under the GI bill caused “the greatest
wave of college building in American history” (Nash et al. 1986:885).
White male GIs were able to take advantage of their educational bene-
fits 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. “It has been well docu-
mented that the GI educational benefits transformed American higher
education and raised the educational level of that generation and genera-
tions 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 opportu-
nities” (Willenz 1983:165).13

Just how valuable a college education was for white men’s occupa-
tional mobility can be seen in John Keller’s study of who benefited from
the metamorphosis of California’s Santa Clara Valley into Silicon Valley.
Formerly an agricultural region, in the 1950s the area became the scene
of explosive growth in the semiconductor electronics industry. This in-
dustry epitomized the postwar economy and occupational structure. It
owed its existence directly to the military and to the National Aeronau-
tics and Space Administration (NASA), who were its major funders and
its major markets. It had an increasingly white-collar work force. White
men, who were the initial production workers in the 1950s, quickly
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transformed themselves into a technical and professional work force
thanks largely to GI benefits and the new junior college training -pro-
grams designed to meet the industry’s growing work-force needs. Keller
notes that “62 percent of enrollees at San Jose Junior College (later
renamed San Jose City College) came from blue-collar families, and 55
percent of all job placements were as electronics technicians in the indus-
trial and service sectors of the county economy” (1983:363). As white
men left assembly work and the industry expanded between 1950 and
1960, they were replaced initially by Latinas and African-American
women, who were joined after 1970 by new immigrant women. In-
migrating men tended to work in the better-paid unionized industries
that grew up in the area (Keller 1983:346-373).

Postwar expansion made college accessible to the mass of Euromales in
general and to Jews in particular. My generation’s “Think what you could
have been!” answer to our parents became our reality as quotas and old
occupational barriers fell and new fields opened up to Jews. The most
striking result was a sharp decline in Jewish small businesses and a sky-
rocketing of Jewish professionals. For example, as quotas in medical
schools fell the numbers of Jewish doctors mushroomed. If Boston is an
indication, just over 1 percent of all Jewish men before the war were
doctors compared to 16 percent of the postwar generation (Silberman
1985:124, and see 118-126). A similar Jewish mass movement took place
into college and university faculties, especially in “new and expanding
fields in the social and natural sciences” (Steinberg 1989:137).14 Although
these Jewish college professors tended to be sons of businesspersons and
professionals, the postwar boom saw the first large-scale class mobility
among Jewish men. Sons of working-class Jews now went to college and
became professionals themselves, according to the Boston survey, almost
two-thirds of them. This compared favorably with three-quarters of the
sons of professional fathers (Silberman 1985: 121-122).15

Even more significantly, the postwar boom transformed the U.S. class
structure—or at least its status structure—so that the middle class ex-
panded to encompass most of the population. Before the war, most
Jews, like most other Americans, were working class. Already upwardly
mobile before the war relative to other immigrants, Jews floated high on
this rising economic tide, and most of them entered the middle class.
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 manual workers
(Steinberg 1989:89-90).

Educational and occupational GI benefits really constituted affirma-
tive action programs for white males because they were decidedly not
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oxwm._aea to African Americans or to women of any race. White male
privilege was shaped against the backdrop of wartime racism and post-
war sexism. During and after the war, there was an upsurge in white
racist violence against black servicemen in public schools, and in the
KKK, which spread to California and New York (Dalfiume 1969:133-
134). The number of lynchings rose during the war, and in 1943 there
were antiblack race riots in several large northern cities. Although there
Wwas a wartime labor shortage, black people were discriminated against
In access to well-paid defense industry jobs and in housing. In 1946 there
were white riots against African Americans across the South, and in
O._:.nmwc and Philadelphia as well. Gains made as a result of the wartime
Oms_ Rights movement, especially employment in defense-related indus-
tries, were lost with peacetime conversion as black workers were the
first fired, often in violation of seniority (Wynn 1976:114, 116). White
women were also laid off, ostensibly to make jobs for demobilized ser-
vicemen, and in the long run women lost most of the gains they had
made in wartime (Kessler-Harris 1982). 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, parttime, and clerical.

Theoretically available to all veterans, in practice women and black
veterans did not get anywhere near their share of GI benefits. Because
women’s units were not treated as part of the military, women in them
were not considered veterans and were ineligible for Veterans’ Adminis-
tration (VA) benefits (Willenz 1983:168). The barriers that almost com-
pletely shut African-American Gls out of their benefits were more
oos_u_nx. In Wynn's portrait (1976:115), black Gls anticipated starting
new lives, just like their white counterparts. Over 43 percent hoped to
823 lo school and most expected to relocate, to find better jobs in
new lings of work. The exodus from the South toward the North and
far fmu: was particularly large. So it wasn’t a question of any lack of
ambition on the part of African-American Gls.

Rather, the military, the Veterans’ Administration, the U.S. Employ-
ment Service, and the Federal Housing Administration (FHA) effec-
tively denied African-American Gls access to their benefits and to the
new educational, occupational, and residential opportunities. Black Gls
who served in the thoroughly segregated armed forces during World
cﬁ: Il served under white officers, usually southerners (Binkin and
Eitelberg 1982; Dalfiume 1969; Foner 1974; Johnson 1967, Nalty and
?._mooémo_. 1981). African-American soldiers were disproportionately
given dishonorable discharges, which denied them veterans’ rights un-
der E.n GI Bill. Thus between August and November 1946, 21 percent
of white soldiers and 39 percent of black soldiers were dishonorably
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discharged. Those who did get an honorable discharge then faced the
Veterans’ Administration and the U.S. Employment Service. 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 95 percent of the
placements made by the USES for Afro-Americans were in service or
unskilled jobs” (Nalty and MacGregor 1981:218, and see 60-61). Afri-
can Americans were also less likely than whites, regardless of GI status,
to gain new jobs commensurate with their wartime jobs, and they suf-
fered more heavily. For example, in San Francisco by 1948, Black
Americans “had dropped back halfway to their pre-war employment
status” (Wynn 1976:114, 116).16

Black GlIs faced discrimination in the educational system as well.
Despite the end of restrictions on Jews and other Euroethnics, African
Americans were not welcome in white colleges. Black colleges were
overcrowded, and the combination of segregation and prejudice made
for few alternatives. About twenty thousand black veterans attended
college by 1947, most in black colleges, but almost as many, fifteen
thousand 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 engi-
neers, and to enter the black middle class (Walker 1970).

Suburbanization

In 1949, ensconced at Valley Stream, I watched potato farms turn into
Levittown and into Idlewild (later Kennedy) Airport. This was a major
spectator sport in our first years on suburban Long Island. A typical
weekend would bring various aunts, uncles, and cousins out from the
city. After a huge meal we would pile in 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 Is-
land, and later in Pennsylvania and New Jersey (Gans 1967). Levittown
started out as two thousand units of rental housing at sixty dollars 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
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quonset huts. By May 1947, Levitt and Sons had acquired enough land
in Hempstead Township on Long Island to build four thousand houses,
and by the next February, he'd built six thousand units and named the
development after himself. After 1948, federal financing for the con-
struction of rental housing tightened, m:& Levitt switched to building
houses for sale. By 1951 Levittown wa$ a development of some fifteen
thousand families.

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

At the beginning of World War II, about 33 percent of all U.S. 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 mar-
ried. The 1947 inhabitants were over 75 percent white collar, but by 1950
more blue-collar families 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, 9&-«0:08:0: U.S. born (Dobriner
1963:91, 100).

The FHA was key to buyers and builders alike. Thanks to it, suburbia
was open to more than Gls. People like us would never have been in the
market for houses without FHA and VA low-down-payment, low-
interest, long-term loans to young buyers.!” Most suburbs were built by
“merchant builders,” large-scale entrepreneurs like Levitt, who ob-
tained their own direct FHA and VA loans (Jackson 1985:215). In the
view of one major builder, “Without FHA and VA loans merchant
building would not have happened” (Eichler 1982:9). A great deal was
at stake. The FHA and VA had to approve subdivision plans and make
the appraisals upon which house buyers’ loans were calculated. FHA
appraisals effectively set the price a house could sell for, since the FHA
established the amount of the mortgage it would insure. The VA was
created after the war, and it followed FHA policies. Most of the benefits
in both programs went to suburbs, and half of all suburban housing in
the 1950s and 1960s was financed by FHA/VA loans. Federal highway
funding was also important to suburbanization. The National Defense
Highway Act of 1941 put the government in the business of funding 90
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percent of a national highway system (the other 10 percent came from
states), which developed a network of freeways between and around the
nation’s metropolitan areas, making suburbs and automobile commut-
ing a way of life. State zoning laws and services were also key. “A
significant and often crucial portion of the required E?sm::oaa.l
typically water, sewer, roads, parks, schools—was provided by :.o. exist-
ing community, which was in effect subsidizing the builder and indirectly
the new buyer or renter” (Eichler 1982:13).18

In residential life as in jobs and education, federal programs and GI
benefits were crucial for mass entry into a middie-class homeowning
suburban life-style. Indeed, they raised the U.S. standard of living to a
middle-class one.

It was here that the federal government’s racism reached its high
point. Begun in 1934, the FHA was a New Deal program whose original
intent was to stimulate the construction industry by insuring private
loans to buy or build houses. Even before the war, it had stimulated a
building boom. The FHA was “largely run by representatives of the real
estate and banking industries” (Jackson 1985:203-205; Weiss 1987:146).
It is fair to say that the “FHA exhorted segregation and enshrined it as
public policy” (Jackson 1985:213). As early as 1955, Charles Abrams
blasted it:

A government offering such bounty to builders and lenders could have re-
quired compliance with a nondiscrimination policy. Or the agency could at
least have pursued a course of evasion, or hidden behind the screen of local
autonomy. Instead, FHA adopted a racial policy that could well have been
culled from the Nuremberg laws. From its inception FHA set itself up as the
protector of the all white neighborhood. It sent its agents into the field to
keep Negroes and other minorities from buying houses in white neighbor-
hood. (1955:229; see also Gelfand 1975; Lief and Goering 1987)

The FHA believed in racial segregation. Throughout its history, it
publicly and actively promoted restrictive covenants. Before the war,
these forbade sale 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 ended legal enforcement of restrictive covenants in 1948,
the FHA continued to encourage builders to write them against African
Americans. FHA underwriting manuals openly insisted on racially homo-
geneous neighborhoods, and their loans were made only in white neigh-
borhoods. I bought my Detroit house in 1972 from Jews who were leaving
a largely African-American neighborhood. By that time, after the 1968
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Fair Housing Act, restrictive covenants were a dead letter (although
blockbusting by realtors was rapidly 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. Qut of 15,741
houses and 65,276 people, averaging 4.2 people per house, only 220
Levittowners, or 52 households, were “nonwhite.” In 1958 Levitt an-
nounced publicly at a press conference to open his New Jersey develop-
ment that he would not sell to black buyers. This caused a furor, since
the state of New Jersey (but not the U.S. government) prohibited dis-
crimination in federally subsidized housing. Levitt was sued and fought
it, although he was ultimately persuaded by township ministers to inte-
grate. There had been a white riot in his Pennsylvania development
when a black family moved in a few years earlier, West Coast builder Joe
Eichler had a policy of selling to any African Americans who could
afford to buy. But his son pointed out that his father’s clientele in more
affluent Palo Alto was less likely to feel threatened. Eichler’s, clients
tended to think of themselves as liberal, which was relatively easy to do
because there were few African Americans in the Bay area, and fewer
still could afford homes in Palo Alto (Eichler 1982; see also Center for
the Study of Democratic Institutions 1964).

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 Gls. “On his way to the base each morning,
Sergeant Smith passes an attractive air-conditioned, FHA-financed hous-
ing 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” (qtd. in Foner 1974:195).

Where my family felt the seductive pull of suburbia, Marshall Ber-
man’s experienced 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; . . . something
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 early 1960s,
the center of the Bronx was pounded and blasted and smashed”
(1982:292).

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 down-
town central business districts where there had formerly been a mix of
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