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How Jews Became White

KAREN BRODKIN SACKS

The American nation was founded and developed
by the Nordic race, but if a few more million
members of the Alpine, Mediterrancan and

Semitic races are poured among us, the
resut must inevitably be a hvbrid race of
people as worthless and futile as the
good-for-nothing mongrels of Central
America and Southeastern Europe.

I ~—KENNETH ROBERTS, QTD IN
CARLSON AND COLBURN 1972:312

* ok

My parents’ conclusion is that Jewish success, like
their own, was the result of hard work and of placing
a high value on education. They went to Brooklyn
College during the Depression. My mother worked
days and started school at night, and my father went
during the day. Both their families encéuraged
them, More accurately, their families expected this
effort from them. Bveryone they knew was in
the same boat, and their world was made up of Jews
who advanced as they did. The picture of
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 Cellege, and before World War T, 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
(Steinberg 1989:137, 227). Steinberg has debunked
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v e e
Jews did not atdvau-xl.l Cﬂ;ﬁn. th 1s.‘ls m:)[ to-say rh:at
America was g ma:tle oy d"d' .J"W‘S?’ duccess In

r of historica) tming. . . .
[TThere was 2 fortuitous match between the experi-
ence and skills of Jewish immigrants, on the one
hand, and the manpower needs and opportunity
structures, on the other” (1989:103). Jews were
the only ones among the southern and eastern
Huropean immigrants who came from urban, com-
mercial, craft, and manufacturing backgrounds, not
least of which was garment manufacturing. They
entered the United States in New York, center of the
nation’s booming garment industry, scon came to
dominate its skifled (male) and “unskilled™ (female)
jobs, and found it an industry amenable to low-
capital entrepreneurship, As a resuly, Jews were the
first of the new European immigrants o create a
middle cldss of small businesspersons early in the
twentieth century. Jewish educational advances fol-
lowed this business success and depended upon i,
rather than creating it {see also Bodnar 1935 for g
similar argument about mobility).

In the early twentieth century, Jewish college stu-
dents entered a contested terrain in which the elite
social mission was under chatlenge by a newer pro-
fessional training mission, Pressure for change had
begun to transform the curriculum and reorient
cellege from a gentleman’s bastion to a training
ground for the middle-class professionals needed
by an industrial economy. “The curriculum was
overhauled to prepare students for careers in busi-
ness, engineering, scientific farming, and the arts,
and a variety of new professions such as accounting
and pharmacy that were making their appearance
in American cofleges for the first time” (Steinberg
1989:229). Occupational training was precisely
what drew Jews 1o college, In a setting where dis-
paragement of inteliectual pursuits and the gentle-
man’s C were badges of distinerion, it was not hard
for Jews to excel.

How we interpret Jewish social mobility in this
milieu depends on whom we compare Jews to.
Compared with other immigrants, Jews were
upwardly mobile. But compared with that of
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nonimmigrant whiees, their mobility was very
limited and circumscribed. Anti-immigrant racist
and anti-Semitic barriers kept the Jewish middle
class confined to a small number of occupations.
Jews were excluded from mainstream corporare
management and corporately employed profes-
sions, except in the garment and movie industries,
which they built. Jews were almost totally excluded
from university faculties (and the few that made it
had powerful patrons). Jews were concentrated in
small businesses, and in professions where
they served a largely Jewish clientele (Davis
1990:146 n. 25; Silberman 1985:88-117; Sklare
1971:63-67). . ..

My parents’ generation believed that Jews over-
came anti-Semitic barriers because Jews are special.
My belief is that the Jews who were upwardly
mobile were speciat among Jews (and were also wekl
placed to write the story). My generation might well
counter 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
postwar boom, the decline of systematic, public
anti-immigrant racism and anti-Semitism, and
governmentl  affirmative  action extended to
white males.

EUROETHNICS INTO WHITES

By the time I was an adolescent, Jews were just as
white as the next white person. Until T was
eight, ] was 2 Jew in a world of Jews. Everyone on
Avenue Z in Sheepshead Bay was Jewish. 1 spent
my days playing and going to school on three blocks
of Avenue 7, and visiting my grandparents in the
nearby Jewish neighborhoods of Brighton Beach
and Coney Island. There were plenty of kalians in
my neighbothood, 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, . . .
We left that world in 1949 when we moved to
Valley Stream, Long Tsland, which was Protestant,
Republican, and even had farms until Irish, Italian,
and Jewish exurbanites like us gave it a more

suburban and Democratic flavor, Neither religion
nor ethnicity separated us at school or in the neigh-
borhood. Except temporarily. In elementary school
years, | remember a fair number of dirt-bomb
{a good suburban weapon) wars on the block. Peri-
adically one of the Catholic boys would accuse me
or my brother of killing his God, to which we would
reply, “Did not” and start lobbing dirt-bombs.
Sometimes he would get his friends from Catholic
school, and I would get mine from public school
kids on the block, some of whom were Catholic.
Hostilities lasted no more than a couple of hours
and punctuated an otherwise friendly relationship.
They ended by junior high years, when other things
became more important. Jews, Catholics, and
Protestants, Italians, Irish, Poles, and “English”
(1 don’t remember hearing WASD 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 irrele-
vant to high scheol culture. We didn’t see race (we
thought), and racism was not part of our peer con-
sciousness, nor were the immigrant or working-
class histories of our families.

Like most chicken and egg problems, it’s hard to
know which came first. Did Jews and other
Euroethnics become white because they became
middle class? Thar is, did money whiten? Or did
being incorporated in an expanded version of
whiteness oper up the economic doors to a middie-
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 parent-
age from those, like my parents, of immigrant
parentage, so that Buroimmigrants and their chil-
dren were more securely white by submersion in
an expanded notion of whiteness. (This census also
changed the race of Mexicans (o white
[U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1940:41.) Theories of
nurture and culture replaced theories of nature and
biotogy. Instead of dirty and dangerous races who
would destroy U.S. democracy, immigrants became

ethnic groups whose children had successfully
assimilated into the mainstream and risen to the
middie class. In this new myth, BEurcethnic suburbs
like mine became the measure of U.S. 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 equat
opportunity for all its people to bhecome part of a
prosperous middle-class majority. And it seemed
that Euroethnic immigrants and their children were
delighted 1o join middie America.'

This is not to say that anti-Semitism disappeared
after World War I1, only that it felt from fashion and
was driven underground. . ..

Although changing views on who was white
made it easier for Euroethnics to become middle
class, it was also the case that economic prosperity
played a very powerful role in the whitening process.
Economic mobility of Jews and other Euroethnics
rested ultimately on 1J.S. postwar economic pros-
perity with its enormotsly expanded need for pro-
fessional, technical, and managerial labor, and on
government assistance in providing it. The United
States emerged from the war with the strongest
economy in the world. , . . The postwar period was
a historic moment for real class mobility and for the
affluence we have erroneously come to believe was
the 1J.8. 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 Servicemnan’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 1o the economy.
The GI benefits ultimately extended to sixteen
million Gls {veterans of the Korean War as well)
included priovity in jobs—that is, preferential
hiring, but no one objected 1o it then; financ¢ial sup-
port during the job search; small loans for starting
up businesses; and, most important, low-interest
home loans and educational benefits, which
included tuition and living expenses (Brown 1946;
Hurd 1946; Mosch 1975; Postwar Jobs for Veterans
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1945; Willenz 1983). This legislation was rightly
regarded as one of the most revolutionary post-war
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” (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 immigrant students.

Not so after the war. The almost eight miliion
GIs who took advantage of their educational bene-
fits under the GI bill caused “the greatest wave of
college building in American history” (Nash et al.
1986:885). White male Gls were able 1o take
advantage of their educational benefits for college
and technical training, so they were particularly welk
positioned to sefze the opportunities provided by
the new demands for professional, managerial, and
technical labor. “It has been well documented that
the GI educational benefits transformed American
higher education and raised the educationat level of
that generation and generations t 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™
{Willenz 1983:165).%. ..

“Even more significantly, the postwar boom trans-
formed the U.S. class structure-—~or at least its staus
structure—so that the middle class expanded to
encompass most of the population. Before the war,
most Jews, fike most other Americans, were working

" class. Already upwardly mobile before the war rela-

tive to other immigrants, Jews floated high on this ris-
ing economic tide, and most of them entered the
middle class. Stll, even the high tide missed some
Jews, Aslate as 1973, some 5 percent of New York’s
Jews were poor or near poor, and in the 1960s,
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almost 25 percent of employed Jewish men remained
manual workers (Steinberg 198%:89-90).
FEducational and occupational GI benefits really
constituted affirmative action programs for white
males because they were decidedly not extended
African Americans or t¢ women of any race. 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 in the KKK, which spread to California and
New York (Dalfiume 1969:133--134), The nurnber
of lynchings rose during the war, and in 1943 theze
were antiblack race riots in several large northern
cities. Although there was 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 Chicago and Philadelphia
as well. Gains made as a result of the wartime Civil
Rights movement, especially employment in defense-
related industries, were lost with peacetime conver-
sion as black workers were the first fired, often in
violaticn of senicrity (Wynn 1976:114, 116). White
women were also laid off, ostensibly to make jobs
for demobilized servicemen, and in the long run
women lost most of the pains they had made in
wartime (Kessler-Harris 1982). We now know that
wornen did not leave the labor force in any signifi-
cant numbers bug instead were forced to find infe-
rior 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
\rtits were not treated as part of the military, women
in them were not considered veterans and were inel-
igible for Veterans’ Administration (VA) benefits
(Willenz 1983:168). The barriers that almost
completely shut African-American Gls out of
their benefits were more complex. In Wynn's por-
trait {1976:115), 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 far West 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. Employment Service, and the Federal
Housing Administration (FFA} effectively denied
African-American Gls access to their benefits and to
the new educational, occupational, and residential
opportunities. Black Gls who served in the thor-
oughly segregated armed forces during World War I
served under white officers, usually southerners
(Binkin and Eitelberg 1982: Dalfiume 1969; Foner
1974, Johnson 1967; Nalty and MacGregor 1981).
African-American soldiers were disproportionately
given dishonorable discharges, which denied them
veterans’ rights under the GI Bill. Thus between
August and November £946, 21 percent of white sol»
diers and 39 percent of black soldiers were dishonor-
ably discharged. Those who did get an honorable
discharge then faced the Veterans' Administration
and the U.S. Employment Service. The latier, 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 S0 cities, the movement of blacks into
peacetime employment was found to be lagging far
behind rhat 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). African
Americans were also less likely than whites, regardless
of GI status, 0 gain new jobs commensurase with
their wartime jobs, and they suffered more heavily.

For example, in San Francisco by 1948, Black -

Americans “had dropped back hatfway to their pre-
war employment status” (Wynn 1976:114, 116).°
Black Gls faced discrimination in the educa-

tional system as well. Despite the end of restrictions

on Jews and other Burcethnics; African Americans

were not welcome in white colleges. Black colleges

were overcrowded, and the combination of segrega-~

tion 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 ecducational benefits were
able, like their white counterparts, 1o become doc-
tors and engineers, and 1o enter the black middie
class (Walker 1970). '

SUBURBANIZATION

In 1949, ensconced at Valley Stream, 1 watched
potato farms turn into Levittown and into Idiewild
(later Kennedy) Airport. This was a major specta-
tor sport in our first years on suburban Long Istand.
A typical weekend would bring varicus 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 Island, and

later in Pennsylvania and New Jersey {Gans 19567),
Levittown started out as two thousand units of rental
housing at sixty dollars a month, designed to meet
the low-income housing needs of rerurning 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 four thousand
houses, and by the next February, he’d built six thou-
sand units and named the development afrer himself.
After 1948, federal financing for the ¢onsiruction of
rental housing tightened, and L.evitt switched to
building houses for sale, By 1951 Levittown was a
development of some fifieen thousand families. . . .
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 Mirchell Field;
Levittown was their first house; and almost everyone
was married. The 1947 inhabitants were owver
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75 percent white collar, but by 1950 more blue-collar
families moved in, so that by 195t, “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 (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 withour FHA and 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 pro-
moted 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 homogeneous
neighborhoods, and their loans were made only in
white neighborhoods. 1 bought my Detroit house in
1972 from Jews who were leaving a largely African-
American neighborhood, By that time, after the
1968 Fair Housing Act, restrictive covenanis were a
dead letter {although blockbusting by realtors was
rapidly replacing it).

With the federal government behind them, vir-
tually 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, averag-
ing 4.2 people per house, only 220 Levittowners,
or 52 households, were “nonwhite,” In 1958 Levitt
announced publicly at a press conference to open
his New Jersey development that he would not sell
to black buyers. This caused a furor, since the state
of New Jersey (but not the U.8. government)
prohibited discrimination in federally subsidized
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housing. Levitt was sued and fought i1, although he
was ultimately persuaded by township ministers to
integrate. . ..

The result of these policies was thae 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 housing project. It was
built for service families. Its rents are little more
than the Smiths pay for their shack. And there are
hatf-a-dozen vacancies, but none for Negroes™
(qtd. in Foner 1974:195).

Where my family felt the seductive pull of sub-
urbia, Marshall Berman’s experienced the brutal
push of urban renewal. In the Bronx in the [950s,
Robert Moses’s Cross-Bronx Expressway erased
“a dozen solid, setted, densely populated neigh-
borheoods like our awn; . . . something like 60,000
working- and lower-middle-class people, mostiy
Jews, bur with many Italians, Irfsh and Biacks
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” (1982:292).

Urban renewal made postwar cities into bad
places to live. At a physical level, urban renewai
reshaped thern, and federal programs brought pri-
vate developers and public officials together 1o create
downtown central business districts where there had
formerly been a mix of manufacturing, commerce,
and working-class neighborhoods, Manufacturing
was scattered o 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 (Greer 1965;
Hartran 1975; Squires 1989). In Los Angeles, as in
New York's Bronx, the postwar period saw massive
freeway construction right through the heart of old
waorking-class neighborhoods. In Rast Los Angeles
and Santa Menica, Chicano and African-American
communities were divided in half or blasted to
smithereens by the highways bringing Angelenos to
the new white suburbs, or (o make way for civic
monuments lke Dedger Stadivm (Pardo 1990;

Social and Public Arts Resource Center 1990:80,
1883:12-13).

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

The record is very clear that instead of seizing the
epportunity to end institutionalized racism, the fed-
eral government did its best to shut and double seal
the post-war window of opportunity in African
Americans’ faces. It consistently refused to combat
segregation in the social institutions thar were key
for upward mobility: 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 teinforced
white/nonwhite racial distinctions even as intrawhite
racialization was falling out of fashion. This other
side of the coin, that white men of northwestern or
southeastern PEuropean ancestry were treated
equally in theory and in practice with regard 1o the
benetits they received, was part of the larger postwar
whitening of Jews and other eastern and southern
Europeans.

The myth that fews puiled themselves up by their
own bootstraps ignores the fact that it ook federal
programs to create the conditions whereby the abil-
ities of Jews and other Buropean immigrants could
be recognized and rewarded rather than denigrated
and denied. The GI Bill and FHA and VA mort-
gages were forms of affirmative action that allowed
male Jews and other Buro-American men to become
suburban homeowners and to get the training

~ that allowed them—bur not women vets or war

workers—to become professionals, technicians,
salesmen, and managers in a growing economy.
Jews’ and other white ethnics’ upward mobility was
the result of programs that allowed us to float on a
rising economic tide. To African Americans, the
government offered the cement boots of segrega-
tion, redlining, urban renewal, and discriminarion,

Those racially skewed gains have been passed
across the generations, so that racial inequality
seems to maintain itself “naturally,” even after legal
segregation ended. Teday, in a shrinking economy
where downward mobility is the norm, the children
and grandchildren of the postwar beneficiaries of
the economic boom have some precious advan-
tages. For example, having parents who own their
own homes or who have decent retirement benefits
can make a real difference in young people’s ability
to take on huge college loans or to come up with a
down payment for a house. Even this simple inher-
itance helps perpetuate the gap between whites and
nonwhites. Sure Jews needed ability, but ability was
not enough to make it. The same applies even more
in today’s long recession.

NOTES

This is a revised and expanded version of a paper published
in Fewish Currents in June 1992 and delivered ar the 1992
meetings of the American Anthropological Assaciation in the
scssion Blacks and Jews, 1992 Reaching acress the Cultural
Boundaries organized by Angela Gilliam. I would like to
thank Emily Abel, Katya Gibel Azoulay, Bdna Bonacich,
Angela Gilliam, Babelle Guaning, Valerie Matsumote,
Regina Morantz-8anchez, Roger Sanjek, Rabbi Chaim
Seidier-Feller, Janet Silverstein, and Eloise Klein Healy's wiit-
ing group For uncovering wonderful sources and for critical
readings along the way. ., |

1. Indeed, Jewish social scientists were prominent in creat-
ing this ideology of the United States as a meritocracy,
Most promingnt of course was Nathan Glazer, but
among them also were Charles Silberman and Marshall
Sklare,

2. The belief was widespread that “the GI Bill . . . helped
millions of families move into the middle class” {Nash
et al. 1986:885). A study that compares mobility among
veterans and nonveterans provides a kind of confirma-
tion. In an unnamed small city in llinois, Havighurse and
his colleagues (1951) found no significant difference
between veterans and nonveterans, but this was because
apparently very few veterans used any of their GI
benefits.

3. African Americans and Japanese Americans were the
main target of wartime racism (see Murray 1992). By
contrast there went virtually no anti-German American
or anti-[ialian American policies in World War II (see
Takaki 1969:357-406).

4. See Eichler 1982:5 for homeowning perceniages;
Jackson (1985:205) found an increase in families living
in owner-occupied buildings, rising from 44 percent in
1934 to 63 percent in 1972; see Monkkonen 1988 on
searcity of mortgages; and Gelfand 1975, esp. chap, 6,
on federal programs,
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The Chicano Movement
1965-1975

MANUEL GONZALES

The decade comprising the mid-sixties to the mid-
seventies was a period of extraordinary ferment in
the Mexican communities of the United States. Sig-
nificant social changes were in the air., Immigration

from Mexico, for example, increased markedly, 5
trend that tended to push many of the older resia
dents of the Southwest into other parts of the coun~

try. The most momentous changes, though, were

political and psychological,

Following the lead of the African-American com-
munity, which initiated a far-reaching movement for
civil iberties in the fifties, many Mexicans, now call-
ing themselves Chicanos and Chicanqg, embarked on
their own carnpaign to improve scTa?:economic con-
ditions and win tull recognition of their rights as 1.8,
citizens.! While these concerns had been articulated
before, notably by the Mexican-American Genera-
tion of the post~World War I1 petiod, after the rnid-
sixties & new aggressiveness developed in the batrios.
Sacioeconomic gains made in past years seemed
woefilly inadequate, Many Mexicans began to
demand immediate reform. Some called for revoly-
tion. Convinced that changes of whatever kind could
be insticuted ondy through the acquisition of power,

olitical action was emphasized as never before.
oreovet, in contrast to thelr postwar predecessors,
the leaders of the so-called Chicano Generation
stressed pride in their ethnic roots while deemphasiz-
ing assimilation into the American mainstream.
“A Chicano,” Rubén Salazar, a journalist on the
periphery of the movement, once said, “is a
Mexican-American with a non-Anglo image of him-
self.”? Tired of apologizing for their ethnic origins,
Chicanes looked to Mexico, especially  Indian
Mexico, for inspiration. While there was much dis-
agreement on specific methods-—indeed a significant
minority stood on the sidelines~—most of the com-
munity was in general agreement with the goals for-

mulated by barrio feaders: culiural regeneration and

political power. Since these twin objectives are the

e - "
_crux of the eférging Chicano movement (aiso called

Chicano Power or Brown Power), the struggle for
Mexican-American civil rights, it seems reasonable to
see this decade in terms of Chicanismo.

L
ORIGINS OF THE CHICANO MOVEMENT

- . .[T]he sociceconomic condition of the Mexican
community was not notably worse in the early

sixties than it had been in the past. Indeed,
demographérs indicate that steady progress had
been made in this regard. Furthermore, despite
widespread hostility, overs forms of racism
were fading. Discrimination was less blatant
than before, thanks in part to the efforts of the
Mexican-American Generation, as well as the
waning of the Cold War and the demand for con-
formity that it fostered. Even Mexican participa-
tion in Viernam, with its widespread disaffection,
is insufficient to explain the rise of Chicanismo;
Mezxicans had fought and died in other U.S. wars
without turning to militant anti-establishment
activity. What made the difference was the chang-
ing intellectual climate in America, especially the
rise of the black civil rights movement.

Brown v. the Board of Education of Topeka
encouraged a new assertiveness by blacks, whose
civil rights movement began in 1955, when Rosa
Parks, a black woman, refused to give up her bus
seat in Montgomery, Alabama. This campaign
launched the career of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.
(1929-1968), a young Bapeist minister, arguably
the most powerfil voice for racial justice in
the annals of American history, Influenced by
Mohandas Gandhi and Henry Thoreau, Dr. King
preached the philosophy of militant nonviolence,
which had a profound and lasting impact on his
contemporaries. Dr. King and the Southern Chris-
tian Leadership Conference (SCLC) spearheaded
the drive for desegregation and together with the
National Association for the Advancement of Col-
ored People (NAACP) dominated the swelling
movement during its first vears.

By 1966, howcver, dissatisfied with the seemingly
glacial pace of reform, more militant leaders emerged
from the African-American community, patticularly
in northern wban ghettos, where Dr. King was less
influential. They included Stokely Carmichael, head
of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee
(SNCC); Bobby Seale, Huey P Newton, and
Eldridge Cleaver of the Black Panthers; and the
most charismatic of the new I¢aders, Malcolm X

(1925-1965), who emerged from the ranks of the
Black Muslims. Labeling their movement “Black
il ol L
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Power,” they called for permanent racial separation
and the use of violence,

Both moderate and radical wings of the black
civil rights movement, and the riots thar broke out
in African-American ghettos across the country in
19641967, had a significant impact on American
society. One of the most immediate responses was
the War on Poverty, which was launched by President
Lyndon B. Johnson in a quixotic attempt to create
the Great Society. A myriad of federally funded
programs—Job Corps, Volunteers in Service to
America (VISTA), Neighborhood Youth Corps,
Head Start, and Upward Bound, among them—were
set up to [e]ffect the change, While not completely
successful, LB]'s domestic programs did ameliorate
the plight of many poor people in the country, and
they also took the wind out of the sails of black mil-
itancy, which had faded by the seventies.

The black civil rights movement, though, left a
powerful legacy. One of its most momentous con-
sequenceg was_the st it, provided for other
people of color to stan for their rights. These
included Mexicans, who now .initiated their own
movement of self-awareness.

GHAVEZ, HUERTA, AND THE UNITED
FARMWORKERS

‘The Chicano movement consisted of hundreds of
organizations focusing on a variety of issues.
Broadly speaking, these groups were found in bar-
rios, schools, and prisons. In terms of their
approaches, they could be divided into those asso-
ciations that sought to work through the system and
those that called for a maj ing_of the
system, the moderate and radical wings of the
movement respectively. As the Chicano movement
began, in the mid-sixties, the moderates predomi-
nated. The key organization representing their per-
spective was undoubtedly the United Farm
Workers (UFW).

The history of labor organization among field
workers goes back to the early part of the twentieth
century. . . . Both the IWW, before and during the
Great War, and the American Communist party,
in the rhirties, made abortive attempts to win




