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Introduction

The Biopolitics of Waste

Waste is a social process. We usually consider waste as material we dis-
card, relying on public and private systems to remove unwanted materi-
als from our homes, neighborhoods, and workplaces. These practices 
are consequences of our decisions to classify particular materials as 
waste, employ people to handle those materials, and develop systems to 
dispose of them. Waste informs the construction of our social and cul-
tural values. In her 1966 study, Purity and Danger, anthropologist Mary 
Douglas defined dirt as “matter that is out of place,” threatening the 
social order. Dirt and other waste matter derive their power not simply 
through being waste or having a kind of negative value. Rather, as “mat-
ter out of place,” things deemed dirty, spoiled, or noxious carry pollut-
ing effects, by touching. In the introduction to the 2002 edition of Purity 
and Danger, Douglas remarked that classifying dirty things “reduces 
intellectual and social disorder . . . The concept of dirt makes a bridge 
between our own contemporary culture and those other cultures where 
behaviour that blurs the great classifications of the universe is tabooed. 
We denounce it by calling it dirty and dangerous; they taboo it.”1

The social dimensions of waste are visible in recent American his-
tory. The Environmental Justice movement emerged in the 1980s as 
a response to hazardous waste siting in or near communities of color 
across the United States. The term “environmental racism” entered 
widespread use after the Reverend Benjamin Chavis used it to discuss 
the results of Toxic Wastes and Race in the United States, a national 
study of hazardous waste siting that the United Church of Christ pub-
lished in 1987. Chavis defined environmental racism in 1992 as “racial 
discrimination in environmental policy-making and the enforcement 
of regulations and laws, the deliberate targeting of people of color 
communities for toxic waste facilities, the official sanctioning of the 
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life-threatening presence of poisons and pollutants in our communi-
ties, and the history of excluding people of color from leadership in the 
environmental movement.”2

Chavis expanded on his definition in a 1993 Ebony interview cel-
ebrating his appointment as executive director of the National Asso-
ciation for the Advancement of Colored People: “It is the deliberate 
targeting of people-of-color communities for hazardous waste facili-
ties, such as landfills and incinerators. One of the responsibilities of the 
Civil Rights Movement is to define the postmodern manifestations of 
racism. We must not only point to overt forms of racism, but also to 
institutionalized racism.”3

In the three decades since the Toxic Wastes and Race report identified 
a strong link between race and hazardous waste siting, identification of 
environmental racism has produced actions in urban and rural loca-
tions across the United States. A defining characteristic of these actions 
is the battle against exposing vulnerable peoples to hazardous wastes in 
nearby land, air, and water. Even in attempts to broaden the definition 
of “environmental justice,” activists note that much of their work relates 
to battles against waste siting. “Waste facility siting battles are but one 
aspect of the movement for environmental justice,” Luke W. Cole and 
Sheila R. Foster argued in 2001. That one aspect, however, “is the arena 
in which a great deal of grassroots action takes place.”4 The United 
Church of Christ recognized that the dimensions of environmental rac-
ism predated Chavis’s use of the term. United Church of Christ Envi-
ronmental Justice Program member Carlos J. Correa Bernier noted: 
“People of color, individually and collectively, have waged war against 
environmental injustices that predate the first Earth Day in 1970.”5

Historians have responded with assessments of environmental 
inequalities evident between the mid-nineteenth century and the end of 
the twentieth century. These studies include monographs about African 
American experiences in Northern and Southern cities, African Ameri-
can fights against rural waste dumping in the South, indigenous pro-
tests against radioactive waste siting in the interior West, and Hispanic 
demonstrations against polluted agricultural lands in the West. These 
studies provide valuable understandings of how environmental racism 
affected the lives of particular communities at particular times.6
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Less well understood are the historical factors shaping environmen-
tal racism in the United States. Too often histories of environmental 
inequalities treat race and ethnicity as static constructs. A binary con-
struction of race serves to determine inequalities, leaving unconsidered 
the dynamics of race and racism. Considering changing constructions 
of race allows for a greater understanding of how environmental racism 
has evolved over time. Studies of whiteness in the United States have 
focused on the roles of the law, economics, literature, and science in 
the changing social construction of race over time,7 but little attention 
has been paid to how environmental factors have shaped perceptions 
of race. One notable exception is Conevery Bolton Valenčius’s work on 
how frontier settlers in the nineteenth century considered frontier life 
as transforming perceived racial characteristics,8 but beyond this study 
little attention has been paid to theories of public health as they relate to 
racial constructs in American history.9

Historical analysis of environmental racism should consider how 
boundaries between the body and environment need to become foci for 
our historical inquiry. This book presents a history of environmental 
racism in the United States, using the lens of dirt. In doing so, it pro-
poses the following: Although racism has been a structuring factor in 
creating environmental inequalities concerning waste, American con-
structions of race, of waste, and of their interactions have evolved since 
the nation’s founding. Increasing scientific definitions of waste as haz-
ard and of racial categories in the immediate antebellum period estab-
lished a foundation for later racist constructions that posited that white 
people were somehow cleaner than non-white people. This assumption 
defined white supremacist thinking. Its evolution shaped environmen-
tal inequalities that endure in the twenty-first century, including in the 
marketing of cleaning products, the organization of labor markets han-
dling wastes, and the spatial organization of waste management and 
residential segregation in the United States.10

By focusing on whiteness, this book aims to examine not only how 
people of color have been exposed to environmental dangers but also 
how contested minorities such as Southern and Eastern Europeans suc-
cessfully adopted American notions of hygiene to achieve white identity 
in the twentieth century even as African Americans who engaged in 
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rigorous hygienic practices were denied white privilege. Attending to 
hygiene and waste is central not only to understanding environmental 
inequalities in communities of color but also to understanding modern 
constructions of whiteness. White identity’s conflation with cleanliness 
has a long and largely unexamined history. Understanding the dynamic 
relationship of whiteness and hygiene is crucial for understanding envi-
ronmental racism in the nation’s past and present.

This book examines the social and cultural constructions of race and 
hygiene in American life from the age of Thomas Jefferson to the Mem-
phis Public Works Strike of 1968. Over this long history, eight develop-
ments are evident:

	 1.	American anxieties about race and dirt in the early years of the 
republic reflect contradictory impulses about slavery and urbanism. 
Thomas Jefferson’s ideals valued pastoralism and egalitarianism 
yet also depended upon slavery and urban trade. The inherent 
tensions are reflected in the Constitution, in the policies of the 
nascent federal government, and in Jefferson’s own life.

	 2.	Justifications for slavery after 1820 relied more upon scientific racism 
and definitions of purity. Threatened by the end of the international 
slave trade and growing calls for abolition within the United States, 
slaveholders used the language of scientific racism to explain the 
legitimacy of both slavery and white supremacy. The language used 
to justify racism at times resembled the language of the emerging 
public sanitation field.

	 3.	Although the Civil War marked the abolition of slavery and great 
advances in sanitation, insecurities about race and dirt endured. The 
postbellum period has been described as a search for order amid 
an era of tumult, and this search is evident in the ways Americans 
described race and sanitary concerns. The most infamous insecuri-
ties involved “redeemers” of white supremacy, such as the Ku Klux 
Klan attempting to reassert white dominance through intimidation 
and violence, but a wide spectrum of society used references to 
pollution to define racial purity.

	 4.	Between 1865 and 1930, new constructions of waste and race re­
defined white people as innately cleaner than any non-white 
peoples. Equating non-white skin with dirt, these constructions 
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(apparent in popular culture, academic discourse, and repeated 
tropes in advertising) marked new, emerging constructions of 
environmental racism.

	 5.	The new constructions of environmental racism had material 
consequences in the emerging occupational structures to manage 
wastes between 1870 and 1930. New European immigrants, Asian 
immigrants, and African Americans participated in “dirty” jobs 
such as laundry, waste hauling, scrap recycling, and other sani-
tary services in numbers far above their representations in the 
general population.

	 6.	The new constructions of environmental racism had material 
consequences in the spatial organization of residences and of waste 
handling businesses between 1870 and 1960. Racial residential segre-
gation intensified in the twentieth century, and waste handling and 
disposal businesses clustered in non-white residential areas. Spatial 
environmental inequalities emerged by 1960.

	 7.	Some Americans assimilated into white society after World War II 
by abandoning dirty work and dirty neighborhoods. Many Jews and 
Italians successfully moved into more reputable jobs and more 
prestigious residential suburbs. The power of white identity to 
inform environmental burdens endured; burdens on Hispanics 
and African Americans in the workplace and in residential neigh-
borhoods intensified in the postwar era.

	 8.	Environmental inequalities produced a new rhetoric of resistance 
in 1968. The Memphis Public Works Strike of 1968 marked both a 
culmination of growing environmental inequalities and an articu-
lated resistance to those inequalities that defined the work of waste 
management as a civil rights issue. The response in Memphis was 
an important precedent to Chavis’s definition of environmental 
racism and foundational for the Environmental Justice movement.

These consequences are a product of the changing racial construc-
tions of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Racial subjugation 
existed in the Americas well before the War of Independence, though 
the language of that subjugation did not use the categories that would 
become common by the mid-nineteenth century. Power in the Eng-
lish colonies initially rested with those who identified themselves as 
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Christian. This differentiated them from “savages” and “heathens,” clas-
sifications used to enslave or kill. During the international debate over 
the morality of slavery between the mid-eighteenth and mid-nineteenth 
centuries, the historian Nancy Shoemaker has observed, the marker of 
superiority switched from “Christian” to “white.” Whiteness denoted 
not only pale skin but also a certain moral superiority that voiced itself 
in increasingly strident tones by slaveholders as the peculiar institution 
became harder to justify. By focusing on the most visible aspect of the 
body, self-defined white people wore their status on their faces and on 
their hands.11

Skin in the United States became (to use Michel Foucault’s term) a 
technology of power, a marker connoting any number of traits from 
intelligence to virtue to sexuality, depending on the insecurities and 
fears of those seeking to gain power from racial superiority. The bio-
politics of the nineteenth century had skin color emerge as marker of 
purity and pollution. In the first half of the century, skin color marked 
boundaries between freedom and slavery, with heightened empha-
sis on whiteness as strength. After abolition, color did not wane in 
importance; instead, it actually increased during the struggle for a new 
social order. In a period of great social insecurity, white identity gained 
increased significance, attaching itself to another great concern of the 
era, cleanliness.12

This cultural shift has a history, one that is less obvious than contem-
porary perspectives on race might assume. In nineteenth-century con-
structions of race, white supremacists stained Native Americans, Asian 
Americans, and African Americans with assumptions that their skin, 
bodies, and behaviors were somehow dirtier than the skin, bodies, and 
behaviors of “white” people. Similar pejoratives were used against Jews, 
Slavs, Italians, Hungarians, and a host of people Americans now uncriti-
cally identify as being white. These were people who were entrusted to 
keep American society clean; these were the people who got their hands 
dirty to do so. When Americans of Southern and Eastern European 
heritage began to become identified as white ethnics in the twentieth 
century, they did so as they left sanitary occupations to African Ameri-
can and Hispanic workers. Understanding the historical dynamics that 
produced these inequalities requires examining the ideals on which the 
United States was founded.
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Thomas Jefferson’s Ideal

Few Americans embodied the tensions of the new republic quite like 
Thomas Jefferson. An Enlightenment scholar who held slaves, and 
a champion of rural farm life whose presidency saw unprecedented 
industrial urbanism in the United States, Jefferson’s thoughts and 
actions reflected his country’s growing concerns about science, race, 
public health, and the role of government in the lives of the citizenry.

Although he died so destitute that his fellow Virginians raised money 
for him via lottery, Jefferson spent his final days on his beloved planta-
tion, Monticello. It was there he drew his final breath at fifty minutes 
past noon on July 4, 1826, as the nation celebrated its fiftieth birthday. 
His final public utterance took stock of the nation he helped build, 
declaring it an enlightened land of liberty: “All eyes are opened or open-
ing to the rights of man. The general spread of the light of science has 
already laid open to every view the palpable truth, that the mass of 
mankind has not been born with saddles on their backs, nor a favored 
few, booted and spurred, ready to ride them legitimately, by the grace of 
God. These are grounds of hope for others; for ourselves, let the annual 
return of this day forever refreshed our recollections of these rights, and 
an undiminished devotion to them.”1

Jefferson’s desire to live and die at Monticello reflected his vision of 
the young country he helped build. He was as worldly as any American 
of his time, an educated man and educator who took such pride in let-
ters that the script he chose for his tombstone identified him as author 
of the declaration of American independence, founder of the state of 
Virginia for religious freedom, and, ultimately, father of the University 
of Virginia. Independence, religious freedom, and education were more 
important to the man in his dying days than the title he held as third 
president of the United States of America.2

Jefferson chose to spend his final days on his plantation, a choice 
consistent with the values he had espoused for more than half a century. 
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He saw himself as a farmer and his country as a society of farmers work-
ing together in a nation where none are king and all are learned equals. 
For Jefferson, the American farm was a symbol of self-reliance and egal-
itarian democracy, an “equilibrium of agriculture, manufactures and 
commerce. . . . essential to our independence.” Cultivating the land pro-
duced people of “substantial and genuine virtue” while those involved 
in manufacture risked “subservience and venality.” In contrast, he found 
the great cities of Europe as “pestilential to the morals, the health and 
the liberties of man” and felt that health and virtue could only thrive 
away from the polluted, impoverished urban slums. Far from the cor-
ruption of Europe, free people working the land had built a rugged, 
independent nation.3

Long after Jefferson’s death, his ideas continued to shape the nation 
he helped found. Most obviously, this was true in the laws he crafted, but 
his ideal of a democracy of farmers independent from Europe became 
one of the most enduring American values. One reason for the power 
of this idea is what it grew in reaction against. Jefferson worried that 
developments in Europe were counterproductive to enlightened soci-
ety, and he hoped to spare the United States the mistakes of European 
society. The dangers of monarchy involved accidents of birth determin-
ing political power rather than demonstrated ability among a national 
of equals. America, however, was a grand experiment. Jefferson’s ideal 
sought to preserve some ideas and privileges of European society in an 
uncorrupted land where merit reigned supreme.4

The Dirty Cities

Although Jefferson valued the European statesmen and scholars he 
befriended in Paris, he hated much of what he saw in France’s larg-
est city. Industry belched smoke into the air and chewed up the bod-
ies of the many to make profits for the few. The poverty and filth of 
large cities disgusted him when he traveled in Europe, and that distain 
stayed with him when he returned to America.5 Even as he grudgingly 
accepted during his presidency that urban industry was beneficial to the 
young republic’s economy, he never warmed to love cities.6 Three years 
before his death, Jefferson opined that city life was an invitation to “vice 
and wretchedness.”7
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Jefferson’s utopia was a farmer’s paradise where all farmers owned 
land and shared comparable shares of wealth, political power, and stew-
ardship over thriving natural wonders. Land for Jefferson was meant 
to be tilled, not turned into city blocks and settings for great buildings 
or large factories. In Paris he mused about the possibility of avoiding 
manufacturing industries altogether in his native land, relying instead 
on imported manufactures from Europe as Americans focused on the 
business of farming the fertile, wild lands. A nation of farmers, Jefferson 
argued, lacked the degradation and inequality Jefferson found in Paris 
and London. For Jefferson, rural Monticello represented exceptional 
American values.8

Urban grime was matter out of place; rural soil, conversely, was 
part of the natural order. On American farms, Jefferson believed, men 
interacted with the soil in ways that invigorated both. For the Virgin-
ian farmer, soil was the essence of his labor, and rich Virginian soil was 
capable of “elaboration into animal nutriment” and produced “rich fruits 
and grains.”9 Jefferson contrasted the fertile New World soil with those 
parts of Europe where “the poverty of the soil, or poverty of the owner, 
reduces [European domestic animals] to the same scanty subsistence.”10

Jefferson explicitly categorized farm work as orderly and natural in 
his contrast with manufactures:

Those who labour in the earth are the chosen people of God, if ever he 
had a chosen people, whose breasts he has made his peculiar deposit for 
substantial and genuine virtue. It is the focus in which he keeps alive 
that sacred fire, which otherwise might escape from the face of the earth. 
Corruption of morals in the mass of cultivators is a phaenomenon of 
which no age nor nation has furnished an example. It is the mark set on 
those, who not looking up to heaven, to their own soil and industry, as 
does the husbandman, for their subsistance, depend for it on the casual-
ties and caprice of customers.

In this language, soil is not chaotic nor dangerous; it is as natural to the 
farmer as his own air and work.11

In the small, agricultural communities of his ideal, he boasted: “You 
will seldom meet a beggar [whereas in] the larger towns indeed they 
sometimes present themselves. These are usually foreigners, who have 
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never obtained a settlement in any parish. I never yet saw a native 
American begging in the streets or highways.” To be clear, the native 
Americans Jefferson referenced were colonists of European origin.12

By the time Jefferson took the oath of office as president in 1801, 
his ideal was already giving way to the ills he feared. American indus-
try grew in the early nineteenth century, and with it, American cities 
grew, and grew quickly. When he died in 1826, New York’s population 
had well exceeded 100,000, was fast on its way to the 202,589 enumer-
ated in the 1830 Census, and would continue its growth into the kind 
of metropolis Jefferson had despaired of on his European visits. At the 
dawn of the U.S. Civil War, more than a million people lived within the 
boundaries of what we presently know as New York City, and well over 
100,000 people lived in each of Philadelphia, Boston, Baltimore, New 
Orleans, Cincinnati, St. Louis, and Chicago (the latter of which was not 
incorporated until 1833). The United States under President Jefferson’s 
watch urbanized quickly, transforming the nation.13

As American cities grew, so did the inequality, degradation, and dis-
eases Jefferson feared would come of industrial cities. If Jefferson had 
a dour opinion of European cities, what he saw at home could hardly 
change his mind. The historian Suellen Hoy characterizes the colo-
nial cities as “conspicuously unclean.”14 Philadelphia, Boston, and New 
York City were small compared to London or Paris, but they, too, were 
plagued with disease and dirt. Little in the way of sanitary infrastructure 
served these urban populations. Available drinking water was limited; 
Philadelphia in 1771 had only 120 public wells to draw water for drink-
ing and firefighting. Philadelphians were at risk of contaminated water, 
and a series of yellow fever epidemics led to the development of a more 
extensive public water system in the 1790s. This, too, proved inadequate 
for the growing population; at no time in Thomas Jefferson’s life could 
the people of America’s largest city be free of worry about their water. 
Similarly, ad hoc water systems served the people of Boston and New 
York City. Mains of hollow pine logs served (when they didn’t rot) the 
few hundred Bostonians that could afford to pay $10 a year. Most resi-
dents relied on wells dug where excrement and other filth could con-
taminate the water.

American cities experienced dangerously unsanitary conditions 
that produced regular epidemics of yellow fever, typhoid, cholera, and 
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other infectious diseases. Part of the problem was population growth 
overwhelming the local environment’s capacity to supply clean drink-
ing water. Residents of the three largest cities, New York, Boston, and 
Philadelphia, relied on wells they dug in their increasingly congested 
neighborhoods. Writing of Philadelphia in 1798, the architect of the U.S. 
Capitol Benjamin Henry Latrobe found obvious links between poor 
water sanitation, overcrowding, and regular outbreaks of yellow fever. 
“The houses being much crowded, and the situation flat, without sub-
terraneous sewers to carry off the filth, every house has its privy and its 
drains which lodge their supplies in one boghole sunk into the ground 
at different depths.” Thousands drew their drinking water from this 
environment, as urban families pumped from wells close to the polluted 
streets, risking all manner of infectious diseases.15

Yellow fever epidemics were common. An outbreak killed 5,000 Phil-
adelphians in 1793, and another killed more than 1,600 in New York City 
five years later. The conditions Latrobe described forced civic leaders to 
install a public water system, but it failed to keep up with population 
growth and civic needs. It would be half a century before Philadelphians 
could enjoy safe, dependable water on a regular basis.16

The risks of human waste from households contaminating water 
were joined by waste from other sources. Nuisance trades such as soap
making, animal slaughter, and tanneries produced noxious odors, 
sounds, and runoff. Horses were abundant owing to their use to haul 
goods and people across town; the animals left thousands of tons of 
manure in the streets and, after dropping dead from overwork, their 
carcasses contributed to the solid waste problem. Chickens, goats, and 
hogs were kept for food, dogs and cats were kept as pets; excrement 
from all contaminated streets and water supplies.

The mounting sanitary challenges facing American cities threatened 
to replicate the ills Jefferson witnessed in Paris. The Paris Jefferson knew 
in the 1780s had a population of over half a million people, or more than 
twenty times the population of any contemporary American settlement. 
When Jefferson was elected president in 1800, the United States, like 
most of the world at the time, was primarily rural. The largest urban 
area was New York City; the Census that year measured its popula-
tion (totaling Manhattan) at 60,515. If we consider all areas that would 
become the present five boroughs, that population would be 79,216. 
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Ten years later, New York’s population had jumped to 96,373 (119,734 
for current boundaries). Compared to Paris, these smaller, newer cities 
had fewer sanitation problems. The public health historian John Duffy 
argues that if we compare colonial cities with similar British and Euro-
pean towns “nearly all Europeans visiting the colonies in the eighteenth 
century commented upon the spaciousness, orderliness, and relative 
cleanliness of American towns.” Still, American cities had more prob-
lems finding and consuming clean drinking water than did the smaller 
villages in the countryside. Life in Monticello was safer than life in New 
York City.17

During Jefferson’s lifetime, Americans who lived in cities were the 
minority. Most Americans enumerated in the nation’s Census of Popula-
tion between 1790 and 1910 were rural and not directly concerned with 
the uncertainty of urban water supplies. Changing population patterns, 
however, made more Americans vulnerable to the dangers of the cit-
ies. In the 1820s, cities multiplied and expanded, greatly increasing out-
breaks of cholera and yellow fever. Jefferson died at a time when urban 
residency was a greater threat to Americans’ health than ever before.

All Men Are Created Equal

If Jefferson worried about urban health and poverty, race was the great 
divide cleaving Americans in his lifetime. The question of slavery was 
among the most vexing for the authors of the Constitution of the United 
States because slavery was such an enduring and troubling institu-
tion in the colonies. It undermined the Enlightenment creed Jefferson 
embraced that all men are equal under God.18

Jefferson’s pastoral democracy is an ideal, a strong and alluring 
vision that provides Americans with romantic views of men living hap-
pily and empowered in nature. Land ownership remains a core defini-
tion of wealth in America, an ideal that has long shaped the laws of the 
land and that by the middle of the twentieth century shaped policies 
that produced mass opportunities for economic upward mobility for 
homeowners. The idea of a government of equals, in which resourceful-
ness and wisdom wins out over family name and station, is especially 
powerful. Jefferson’s vision of meritocracy remains a defining part of 
the American character.
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In practice, the United States of Jefferson’s time was more complicated 
than his ideal. Though his vision of a body politic of citizens instead of 
royalty emerged, the political system could not be said to universally 
enfranchise all living in America. A full half of adults living in the coun-
try had no vote or easy access to landowning because of sex; the new 
democracy was a democracy of men, as were all the democracies in the 
Western world until New Zealand extended the vote to women in 1893.

Many men in the new republic were also denied the full measure of 
citizenship. These included the indigenous men of the land, seen as sav-
age forces to be controlled rather than fellow Americans. Wars between 
the European settlers and indigenous peoples were regular elements of 
the colonial period and continued throughout Jefferson’s life. Citizen-
ship was reserved for those deemed sufficiently civilized to enjoy its 
rights and privileges. The criteria for citizenship included racial iden-
tity; in its first statement concerning citizenship, the U.S. Congress 
reserved the right to naturalization of foreign-born individuals to 
“white persons.”19

Jefferson knew well the other Americans denied citizenship, for he 
lived among them and, as he brokered the compromises that enabled 
a diverse collection of colonies to form a political union in the late 
eighteenth century, codified a legal code that marginalized these 
Americans. During Jefferson’s entire life, slaves provided the labor for 
many of the thriving farms in his pastoral vision, including Jefferson’s 
own Monticello.

Where the slaves came from mattered. Slavery had existed for centu-
ries, a tool the Romans used over conquered peoples in expanding their 
empire. Peoples in the Mediterranean and Europe had lived as slaves 
in many periods; a central facet of the story of Judaism is Moses lead-
ing his people to emerge out of bondage in Egypt. The experience of 
slavery in Southeastern Europe was sufficiently central that the people 
of the land are still named “Slavs” centuries after slavery ended there. 
Slavery was once a common facet of the human experience, and many 
peoples of many physical appearances were put into bondage over 
human history.

Between the sixteenth and nineteenth centuries, however, the form 
of slavery used in the Americas relied upon forcibly importing peo-
ple from Africa. During this period, economic and political tensions 
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within Africa encouraged the capture and sale of conquered peoples. 
Landowners in the Americas, especially plantation and mine owners in 
the Caribbean and South America, desired captive labor from Africa 
for a variety of reasons. Attempts to enslave indigenous Americans 
failed, in part because diseases such as influenza, the cold, and small-
pox devastated peoples who had not built immunities to them in the 
pre-Columbian period and also because natives of the land had more 
knowledge of and access to escape paths than newly imported labor-
ers did. Conversely, people in Africa shared a similar disease pool and 
similar immunities as people in Europe. For three hundred years, the 
economies of the New World increasingly depended upon the toils of 
enslaved people from Africa.

Over these long three centuries, slavery shaped the history of the 
Western world. All manner of riches — ​including silver from Venezu-
elan mines, sugar from Haitian fields, tobacco from Virginian farms, 
and cotton grown throughout the southern region of the new United 
States of America — ​was extracted from the New World. Slave labor 
enriched plantation owners, traders, and merchants on both sides of 
the Atlantic. Manufacturing industries were not immune to the influ-
ence of slave labor as several colonial industries used slaves in factory 
settings. Indirectly, textile operations in the United Kingdom and New 
England relied upon cotton harvested by slaves. Even if the people 
working the looms were wage laborers, those looms would be empty 
without the work of slaves. The economies of the Americas were built 
upon African slavery.20

The social structure of the Americas required the continuing enslave-
ment of Africans and the peoples of African origin who were the chil-
dren and grandchildren of those forced to leave their native lands to 
work in bondage. A complicating factor during this time was the exten-
sion of the Enlightenment ideals that shaped Jefferson’s view of the 
world. The growing influence of Protestant Christian theology posited 
that all human souls were equal before God regardless of station in life. 
Though interpretations of this idea varied greatly, one strand of thought 
that gained widespread support in the eighteenth and nineteenth cen-
turies was that slavery was incompatible with this ideal. Abolitionist 
movements grew in both Europe and the Americas, leading to a cessa-
tion of the international slave trade before Jefferson’s death.
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The tensions over the moral question of slavery inspired a powerful 
reaction among the peoples most dependent on the institution. Justifi-
cations emerged, among them a dichotomy between “Christians” and 
“savages.” The historian Nancy Shoemaker observes that Indians and 
Europeans did not remark upon skin color until the middle of the eigh-
teenth century. Obsession with color as understood in the United States 
appears to have started with the transatlantic slave trade, as references to 
“Negroes” or “blacks” to describe slaves from Africa became common. 
Few of European descent referred to themselves as “white”; instead, pio-
neers and pilgrims from Europe to the Americas differentiated them-
selves from the natives and slaves by identifying as “Christian.” To be 
Christian was to be civilized, enlightened, and morally advanced; to be 
otherwise was to be savage and debased.21

This divide first became associated with color where slavery had 
become established. Eighteenth-century Carolina colonists (some who 
emigrated from Barbados, where concern about color was already evi-
dent) differentiated between “white, black, & Indians,” not yet associat-
ing indigenous Americans with a color but keeping them distinct from 
whites. This nomenclature took a while to reach the northern colonies, 
whose residents of European descent called themselves Christians until 
the middle of the eighteenth century. The term “white” began appearing 
in records in the 1730s but did not supplant “Christian” as a dominant 
label for some time.22

During Thomas Jefferson’s life, the term “white” was regularly but 
not exclusively used to identify American colonists of European origin. 
By the War of Independence, the mix of color and religion as significant 
markers was striking in New York City, where people of European and 
African heritages lived close together, and “Negroes” were perceived as 
godless savages who were as one English settler warned, “black and pol-
luted.” Moral associations had begun their journey from Christian indi-
viduals to white individuals.23

Jefferson’s own history is entangled with the facts of slavery. He 
owned slaves, and although the declaration of independence he authored 
asserted that all men are created equal, he served in a government that 
guaranteed that slaveholding states would retain their economic and 
political power while preserving slavery. Dissention over how to treat 
enslaved peoples led to a tortuous compromise in the Constitution 
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claiming that each slave counted as three-fifths of a man for the pur-
poses of congressional apportionment while otherwise being treated 
like cattle owned by citizens. How to justify treating fellow humans in 
this matter involved great ambivalence for men subscribing to egalitar-
ian philosophy. Jefferson’s views on categorizing non-European resi-
dents of America reflected the nation’s contradictions.

Heritage mattered greatly to Jefferson, who saw Americans as de-
scending from Saxons through England. An inveterate collector of 
books, he amassed the nation’s largest collection of Anglo-Saxon and 
Old English documents. He wrote Essay on the Anglo-Saxon Language 
in 1798, equating language with biological descent, emphasizing the 
myth of blood purity of the Saxon people from Roman times to the 
present day.24

Distinguishing Saxons from other peoples remained important in the 
New World. Writing from Paris in 1785, Jefferson gave François Jean 
de Beauvoir, Marquis de Chastellux (who Jefferson had met when the 
Frenchman served as a major general for the French military aiding the 
colonists during the War of Independence), his views of red and black 
men in America. He started by defending “the lower class of people in 
America” from charges that they were less informed and had less of a 
capacity to learn than their European counterparts. Moving from class 
to race, Jefferson then defended “the aboriginal man of America” from 
the opinion that he had “an inferiority of genius.” Jefferson went on to 
describe a state of affairs in which environment and education mattered 
more than biology in considering the intellectual potential of humans:

I am safe in affirming, that the proofs of genius given by the Indians of 
North America, place them on a level with whites in the same uncul-
tivated state. The North of Europe furnishes subjects enough for com-
parison with them, and for a proof of their equality. I have seen some 
thousands myself, and conversed much with them, and have found in 
them a masculine, sound understanding. I have had much information 
from men who had lived among them, and whose veracity and good 
sense were so far known to me, as to establish a reliance on their infor-
mation. They have all agreed in bearing witness in favor of the genius 
of this people. As to their bodily strength, their manners rendering it 
disgraceful to labor, those muscles employed in labor will be weaker with 
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them, than with the European laborer; but those which are exerted in the 
chase, and those faculties which are employed in the tracing an enemy 
or a wild beast, in contriving ambuscades for him, and in carrying them 
through their execution, are much stronger than with us, because they 
are more exercised. I believe the Indian, then, to be, in body and mind, 
equal to the white man. I have supposed the black man, in his present 
state, might not be so; but it would be hazardous to affirm, that, equally 
cultivated for a few generations, he would not become so.25

Here Jefferson acknowledged his prejudice toward biological infe-
riority of black men. He supposed they were not equal to him yet 
openly admitted that there may be an environmental reason for what 
he observed as inferiority and that, in time, any gaps could possibly 
be bridged. Jefferson both articulated white supremacy in the existing 
social order and offered hope it could be transcended.

Such a transcendence would have to happen at a later time for Amer-
ica and for Jefferson. The plantations Jefferson championed relied upon 
slavery. Jefferson considered people of African heritage naturally ser-
vile. Not all American farmers could afford land; many were impover-
ished. Furthermore, the fruits of the land did not simply go back into 
the local village to promote self-sufficiency. Tobacco, foods, and espe-
cially cotton had become commodities feeding the growth of industrial 
production on both sides of the Atlantic. Jefferson’s Monticello, far from 
an isolated rural idyll, was very much part of the industrializing world 
he criticized in 1784.

The contradictions of slavery in a free republic were not lost to Jeffer-
son. His own thoughts on slavery were, to understate matters, complex. 
Jefferson perceived “the races of black and of red men” as intellectual and 
cultural inferiors to whites: “This unfortunate difference of colour, and 
perhaps of faculty, is a powerful obstacle to the emancipation of these 
people. . . . The slave, when made free, might mix with, without staining 
the blood of his master. But with us a second is necessary, unknown to 
history. When freed, he is to be removed beyond the reach of mixture.”26

In the late eighteenth century, one of the most enlightened political 
thinkers of the New World thought that intermarriage between Euro-
pean and African (or, for that matter, between European and indige-
nous American) was a pollutant, a stain upon the European’s blood. He 
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stated this opinion using the terminology of color to define separate 
races of “white,” “black,” and “red” men.

If Jefferson valued purity in his history of Saxon heritage, he showed 
little concern with staining that heritage via sexual relations. That Jeffer-
son engaged in a long-standing, child-producing relationship with his 
slave Sally Hemings is a contradiction between stated value and action 
that was by no means unique to the founding father. Despite his union 
with an African American woman, Jefferson extended his ideas of white 
superiority beyond purity of blood to included supposed intellectual 
capabilities. Writing of black men, he concluded: “Comparing them by 
their faculties of memory, reason, and imagination, it appears to me, 
that in memory they are equal to the whites; in reason much inferior, as 
I think one could scarcely be found capable of tracing and comprehend-
ing the investigations of Euclid; and that in imagination they are dull, 
tasteless, and anomalous.”27

Far from believing that all men were created equal, Jefferson engaged 
in racial classification. Doing so put him squarely in the mainstream of 
American ideas of race in the late eighteenth century. White identity 
was already crucial to Americans at the founding of the Republic. Con-
gress initiated its discussion of citizenship in 1790 by restricting natural-
ization to “white persons.”28 Jefferson upheld this notion of racial purity 
in his office and his writings, if not his sexual behavior.

In Notes on the State of Virginia, Jefferson articulated moral concerns 
about what slavery had already done to society in the young United 
States. He was pessimistic about racial equality because of the corro-
sive effect a heritage of bondage had had on both slaves and masters. 
“Why not retain and incorporate the blacks into the state,” he asked, 
“and thus save the expense of supplying, by importation of white set-
tlers, the vacancies they will leave?” The answer was that irrevocable 
damage had already been done. “Deep rooted prejudices entertained by 
the whites; ten thousand recollections, by the blacks, of the injuries they 
have sustained. . . .” These, along with new provocations and many other 
circumstances, will “produce convulsions, which will probably never 
end but in the extermination of the one or the other race.”29

The political impossibility of an integrated nation, Jefferson then 
reasoned, was matched by purportedly physical and moral barriers. 
Skin color struck Jefferson as profoundly significant in asserting the 
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superiority of those with European ancestry over those of African or 
indigenous American ancestry. “Whether the black of the Negro resides 
in the reticular membrane between the skin and scarf-skin, or in the 
scarf-skin itself; whether it proceeds from the colour of the blood, the 
colour of the bile, or from that of some other secretion, the difference is 
fixed in nature, and is as real as if its seat and cause were better known to 
us.”30 While Jefferson admitted to no definitive scientific knowledge for 
what produced different gradations of color in different people’s skins, 
he asserted that it was an inarguable product of nature that differenti-
ated different races from one another.

Not only did skin color differentiate races, Jefferson argued, but it 
also created a hierarchy among the races. Having identified the signifi-
cance of skin color in demarcating races, Jefferson asked, “Is it not the 
foundation of a greater or less share of beauty in the two races? Are not 
the fine mixtures of red and white, the expressions of every passion by 
greater or less suffusions of colour in the one, preferable to that eternal 
monotony, which reigns in the countenances, that immovable veil of 
black which covers all the emotions of the other race?” Not content with 
his conclusions on skin color, Jefferson invoked a series of secondary 
physical characteristics that supported white superiority: “Add to these, 
flowing hair, a more elegant symmetry of form, their own judgment in 
favour of the whites, declared by their preference of them, as uniformly 
as is the preference of the Oranootan for the black women over those of 
his own species. The circumstance of Superior beauty, is thought wor-
thy attention in the propagation of our horses, dogs, and other domestic 
animals; why not in that of man?”31

Aside from visual markers of difference, Jefferson appealed to the 
other senses to distinguish between white and black. Smell was signifi-
cant. He described Africans as people who “secrete less by the kidnies, 
and more by the glands of the skin, which gives them a very strong and 
disagreeable odour.” The smell resulted from a natural advantage, as 
Jefferson claimed such sweat “renders them more tolerant of heat, and 
less so of cold, than the whites.” With the logic of an animal breeder, 
Jefferson argued that European humans were the prize lineage in the 
New World.32

Which is not to say that Jefferson was an unabashed supporter of 
enslaving people of African heritage. Slavery ran counter to the idea 
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that all human souls were equal, and Jefferson worried about the effects 
it had on his nation. He asked, “Can the liberties of a nation be thought 
secure when we have removed their only firm basis, a conviction in 
the minds of the people that these liberties are of the gift of God? That 
they are not to be violated but with his wrath?” Jefferson concluded 
that Americans violated these prized liberties. “Indeed I tremble for my 
country when I reflect that God is just: that his justice cannot sleep for 
ever.” Whether this justice came in the form of successful slave revolts 
or other acts of provenance, it would be terrible. Jefferson expressed 
optimism that slavery would ultimately be a temporary condition in 
the United States, and he hoped, “under the auspices of heaven, for a 
total emancipation” eventually. This might be through freeing slaves 
within the United States or, as Jefferson opined would be more likely, 
repatriating the descendants of Africans to Africa. Either way, Jefferson 
believed that slavery in the United States would end at some point in 
the future.33

That point would not fall under his watch. After losing the 1796 
presidential election, Jefferson denounced the Federalist administration 
of President John Adams for its expansion of national power. Facing 
Adams again in 1800, Jefferson defeated the incumbent with the strong 
backing of Southerners concerned about the future of state sovereignty 
(and with it, the institution of slavery). Jefferson received 82 percent of 
the South’s electoral votes compared with only 27 percent of the North’s 
electoral votes. Jefferson’s Republican supporters won a majority in the 
House of Representatives with Southern support, and Virginia’s rep-
resentatives accounted for more than a quarter of Republicans in that 
body in 1801.

Both a product of Virginia and attentive to the desires of the con-
stituents that elected him, President Jefferson’s stance on slavery was to 
preserve the status quo. Whatever Enlightenment values might guide 
abolition, he argued that “no more must be attempted than the nation 
can bear.”34

Re-election in 1804 did not move the president to interfere with slav-
ery. Writing in early January of 1805, Jefferson noted that the moral 
inconsistency of slavery was increasing and that “interest is really 
moving over to the side of morality. The value of the slave is every day 
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lessening; his burden on his master daily increasing.” Yet despite this 
moral argument, Jefferson noted he had “long since given up the expec-
tation of any early provision for the extinguishment of slavery among 
us.” The moral argument may proceed, he reasoned, but without federal 
action to hasten abolition.35

Jefferson’s optimism on the slave’s burden to his master neglected 
changes occurring in the structure of slavery and agricultural produc-
tion. Demand for cotton on both sides of the Atlantic Ocean and the 
proliferation of Eli Whitney’s cotton gin after 1793 allowed for more 
intensive production of short-staple cotton, and the warm climate of 
the South allowed for intensive production of the cash crop. Prioritizing 
cotton production produced vast growth in size of plantations across 
the South in the early nineteenth century and, with that growth, vast 
increases in the number of slaves working individual plantations.

Interest in the side of morality was certainly increasing at the time 
of Jefferson’s letter. Abolition spread through the Northern states after 
the War of Independence, and anti-slavery laws covered all states north 
of the Ohio River and Mason-Dixon line by the end of Jefferson’s first 
term. In 1810, more than three-quarters of all African Americans in the 
North were free.

European moral disapproval of slavery led to the abolition of the 
international slave trade in 1808, and on Jefferson’s recommendation, 
Congress in March 1807 outlawed the import slave trade effective Janu-
ary 1, 1808 (the first year the Federal Constitution allowed a ban). By the 
time President Jefferson left the White House, sentiment for abolition 
extended through most of what he regarded as the civilized world.

The exception was his home region. In Virginia and across the South, 
slavery deepened its hold on the economy, social order, and politics of 
the region. With the international slave trade curtailed, the internal slave 
trade of the region grew. It continued to grow until the 1860s, when the 
slave population of the United States was four million. Indeed, the inter-
national ban proved profitable to domestic slaveholders who could now 
sell their property at increased prices. Demand increased with time, as 
cotton production moved west from the Carolinas into Georgia, Ala-
bama, Mississippi, Louisiana, and Texas. With the geographic expan-
sion of cotton came increased demand for slave labor.36
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Virginians felt the demand was crucial to maintaining the order 
within their home state. The historian Alan Taylor argues that Vir-
ginians believed that only with a vibrant interstate slave trade and an 
untrammelled expansion by slaveholders could they “vent” enough 
slaves annually to release the demographic pressure that threatened an 
inevitable race war. Ex-president Jefferson felt this way in 1820, declar-
ing that the Missouri crisis was “like a fire bell in the night, [which] 
awakened and filled me with terror.” The symbolism of a fire bell, rung 
during slave revolts, was deliberate, and Jefferson’s understanding of 
the terrible cost of slavery to Virginia was as acute in 1820 as it was 
more than thirty years earlier. “As it is, we have the wolf by the ears, 
and we can neither hold him, nor safely let him go. Justice is in one 
scale, and self-preservation in the other.” Jefferson rationalized that the 
interstate slave trade would be good for both slaveholding Virginians 
and the slaves themselves, claiming that the passage of slaves from one 
state to another would produce “a diffusion over a greater surface [that] 
would make them individually happier, and proportionally facilitate the 
accomplishment of their emancipation.” Expanding slavery westward 
would diffuse tensions of slavery.37

The elderly Jefferson was pessimistic over the strife that slavery has 
caused his nation. “I regret,” he remarked in 1820, “that I am now to die 
in the belief, that the useless sacrifice of themselves by the generation of 
1776, to acquire self-government and happiness to their country, is to be 
thrown away by the unwise and unworthy passions of their sons, and 
that my only consolation is to be, that I live not to weep over it.”38

Jefferson’s notions of racial inequality were contradicted by his 
actions, and his ideal community also diverged with reality over the 
course of his lifetime. A nation composed of small villages, each com-
posed of equal, landed farmers who engaged in democratic governance 
over their affairs, required an absence of industry. Industry, for Jeffer-
son, brought social and economic inequities and upset the balance of a 
working democracy. He argued:

“For the general operations of manufacture, let our work-shops remain in 
Europe. It is better to carry provisions and materials to workmen there, 
than bring them to the provisions and materials, and with them their 
manners and principles. The loss by the transportation of commodities 
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across the Atlantic will be made up in happiness and permanence of gov-
ernment. The mobs of great cities add just so much to the support of 
pure government, as sores do to the strength of the human body. It is 
the manners and spirit of a people which preserve a republic in vigour. 
A degeneracy in these is a canker which soon eats to the heart of its laws 
and constitution.39

Although Jefferson lived and studied in Paris, he considered he was 
“savage enough to prefer the woods, the wilds, and the independence of 
Monticello, to all the brilliant pleasures of this gay Capital.” He longed 
to return to Virginia, “for though there is less wealth there, there is more 
freedom, more ease, and less misery.”40

But increasing wealth was a goal of the newly independent nation. 
The president realized that the United States needed to increase manu-
facturing capacity if it was to survive. In his message to Congress in 
November 1808, the president noted a justification for domestic manu-
facturing — ​autonomy from England when diplomatic relations between 
the two nations were tenuous. The United States’s foreign commerce 
was suspended. “The situation into which we have thus been forced, has 
impelled us to apply a portion of our industry and capital to internal 
manufactures and improvements. The extent of this conversion is daily 
increasing, and little doubt remains that the establishments formed and 
forming will — ​under the auspices of cheaper materials and subsistence, 
the freedom of labor from taxation with us, and of protecting duties and 
prohibitions — ​become permanent.”41

These words of the outgoing president were prophetic. American 
industry grew in the years after he left office, and with it, American cit-
ies and their sanitary problems rapidly expanded. Social inequality in 
the cities was matched by enduring slavery on plantations. The rural, 
egalitarian nation Jefferson founded had more in common with the 
messy societies of Europe than he cared to admit.

The Contradictions of Thomas Jefferson

A lover of Enlightenment philosophy who held slaves, an educated man 
who preferred the backwoods of Virginia to the salons of Paris, and a 
fervent believer in agrarian society who advocated expanding industrial 
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productivity at the end of his president, Thomas Jefferson reflected in 
his life and values the contradictions of the nation he helped found.

If Jefferson prized agrarian life over industrial urbanism, he still rec-
ognized the need for domestic manufactures and valued friendships 
with urbanites like Benjamin Franklin. While Jefferson’s views and 
actions on race preserved a social structure privileging whites, he did 
not associate whiteness with superior hygiene. He associated whiteness 
with more advanced civilization, but that had no explicit connection 
with dirt at a time when sanitation services were primitive. Jefferson 
could characterize himself as a soil-tilling savage, muddling the social 
constructions Europeans and settlers of European heritage had estab-
lished to separate themselves from peoples of American and African 
heritage. Moreover, Jefferson’s racial hierarchy allowed for the possi-
bility that red and black men could one day achieve the same level of 
civilization as whites. This indefinite deferment of equality allowed him 
to preserve the existing order while still championing Enlightenment 
values. Yet, just as the man who wrote that all men were created equal 
kept slaves and left the question of slavery in his nation unresolved at 
his death, his government pursued economic policies that encouraged 
the growth of the cities he despised.

Away from the cities, Jefferson died in his rural idyll. But that idyll 
was an illusion, representing only a small part of the American experi-
ence in 1826. As Jefferson lay dying, cities in the North and South grew 
alike. With them grew economic inequality, sanitation problems, and 
epidemic disease. Although Monticello remained small and rural, its 
economy continued to rely on the perpetuation of slavery even as the 
international slave trade had been dismantled. Concerns about health, 
hygiene, and race present since the colonial era intensified and inter-
twined in the years after Jefferson’s death.
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The Decay of the Old

Thomas Jefferson died as his country continued to grapple with the 
complexities of urban development and deepening divisions over 
slavery. In the years after Jefferson’s death, the openness of his white 
countrymen to the possibility that black and white men were equals 
diminished. But the same Enlightenment thinking that produced the 
ideas of the French and American revolutions also boosted the ideas of 
abolition. If all men were equal in the eyes of God, how could one man 
enslave another? That question would be repeated over and over, on 
both sides of the Atlantic, in the years after American independence. 
The transatlantic slave trade was banned during Jefferson’s presidency. 
Slavery throughout Europe and Latin America also was abolished. 
By 1830, the United States stood increasingly isolated as a nation with 
slaves. Although President John Quincy Adams, son of Jefferson’s rival 
and friend, boasted of the virtues of the “representative democracy” of 
the United States, it was a democracy that included slaves only as frac-
tions by which to determine representation, not as citizens with rights 
to vote, to go to court, or to own land.1

Slavery not only continued in the United States, it intensified. Cotton 
plantations grew beyond the imagination of farmers working when Jef-
ferson established Monticello in the late eighteenth century. Demand by 
the mills of New England, the mills of South Carolina, and the mills of 
London led to vast expanses of land in Virginia, North Carolina, South 
Carolina, and Georgia and moving west through Alabama and Missis-
sippi becoming devoted to giant cotton plantations.

These plantations had devastating effects on the ecology of the South, 
exhausting soil and leaving crops vulnerable to pestilence. The planta-
tions also demanded huge labor forces. Continuing the pattern of the 
smaller plantations, the workers used were slaves of African heritage to 
such an extent that the term “Black Belt” began to be used to describe 
the agricultural region of the South in the nineteenth century. As the 
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rest of the Western world abolished slavery, the United States increased 
its reliance upon the peculiar institution. Though abolition took hold in 
Northern states, Northern industry continued to rely indirectly upon 
the toils of slaves. Southern cotton became clothing fashioned in Low-
ell and Lynn in Massachusetts and in Philadelphia. The United States 
remained a nation with an economy powered by human bondage.

These problems in many respects were caused by the abundance 
of opportunity in the United States. Transportation within the nation 
improved, particularly after the Erie Canal opened trade west of the 
Atlantic coast. A series of canals and, later, railroads, integrated vast 
tracts of land into a network of commerce by 1860. This network spurred 
industrial development, which in turn fueled population growth in 
existing cities and sparked the growth of new cities by major rivers 
and lakes. Westward expansion into new territories caused migration 
away from the Atlantic seaboard across the continent, though without 
resolving existing political and social tensions. America in 1860 was far 
more productive than it had been when President Jefferson urged the 
United States to expand manufacturing in 1808, but this productivity 
came at the cost of industrial pollution, public health crises, heightened 
racial animosity, and, ultimately, a nation fractured over the question 
of slavery.2

The economic inequalities and filth Jefferson saw in European cit-
ies came to America as poverty became unavoidable on the streets of 
Boston and New York and was eminently visible. In contrast to the brac-
ing vigor of rural life, the image of urban life was disease ridden and 
filthy. So, too, was the image of urban residents, especially the waves 
of immigrants who came from Ireland and Germany in the wake of 
European political and economic upheaval at mid-century. Often lack-
ing literacy or English verbal skills, these newcomers might have been 
stigmatized on racial grounds. Indeed, the Catholicism of many immi-
grants was remarked upon by Protestant native-born people who dis-
dained the newcomers to their cities. Boston and New York City saw 
regular political and occasionally physical struggles over access to land, 
water, and political power based upon religious identity. Antipathy 
toward Irish Catholic and German Catholic immigrants led to success-
ful nativist campaigns for Congress in New York and Pennsylvania in 
the 1840s and a spreading “Know Nothing” movement among Northern 
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working-class Protestants in the mid-1850s with the growth of the Fra-
ternal Order of the Star Spangled Banner. In 1854, a chapter opened in 
San Francisco in opposition to the growing number of Chinese immi-
grants in that city; the party’s candidate Stephen P. Webb won the may-
oral election that year. By 1856, more than one hundred congressmen 
had taken the order’s anti-immigrant oath. The movement ultimately 
split over the question of slavery but had consensus that immigrants 
threatened the economic and social stability of its members.3

If race was remarked upon in a more heterogeneous society, it was 
not automatically associated with the growing problems of urban sanita-
tion. Although new urban residents were blamed with spreading disease 
in antebellum cities, this blame was not based on their racial identity 
so much as it was based on their economic station. In the words of the 
historian John Duffy, the 1830s brought the perception of a dangerous 
underclass characterized as the dirty, immoral, and dissolute poor.4

Deadly Cities

Thomas Jefferson would have been sickened by the sight of American 
cities in the 1850s. Aside from strong evidence of economic inequal-
ity, New York City, Philadelphia, and Boston now had slums as filthy 
and dangerous as any in Great Britain or France. Urban residents were 
plagued by periodic epidemics that seemed to grow worse after waves of 
immigration increased in the 1840s and 1850s. Within ten years of Jef-
ferson’s death, urban sanitation deteriorated faster and more dramati-
cally than it had done during his life. Population continued to outpace 
urban infrastructure in straining the water supplies and streets. Organic 
waste from livestock accumulated in the streets. With them came the 
excrement of humans, either from overflowing privy vaults or simply a 
bucket thrown into the street. The streets were dirt. In wet weather, they 
would mix with the filth to form muddy bogs. In dry weather, fecal mat-
ter and rotting carcasses would turn to dust, blowing in the eyes, noses, 
and mouths of all around the street.

Cholera struck regularly and without mercy, usually affecting the 
poorest urban residents the most. In 1830, middle-class observers attrib-
uted the high mortality rates of the poor to shortcomings in their char-
acter and moral temperament. If the poor fell ill and died in greater 
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numbers, it was due to personal faults. The Renaissance and the Prot-
estant Reformation had ended the association of sanctity with poverty; 
acquiring wealth had become a Christian virtue well before the War of 
Independence. By the early nineteenth century this view led logically to 
the assumption that poverty, rather than being a sign of holiness and of 
Christian virtues, instead represented weak moral character.5

Most affluent Americans in 1850 believed that poverty and immoral-
ity went hand in hand and that cleanliness was next to godliness. The 
laws of nature and of God were the same, and those who deviated from 
them paid the price in poverty, disease, and death. The wealthier classes 
observed that the immigrants pouring into Boston, New York, and other 
port cities lived crowded together in filth and were intemperate in their 
drinking and eating. Those same people also suffered exceedingly high 
rates of sickness and death as cholera, typhoid, and yellow fever struck 
them down. Disparaging the sick as immoral, lazy, and dirty was largely 
a function of class, as statements in North and South using those terms 
were applied to Irish immigrants, African Americans, Indians, and poor 
Southern whites alike.6

This attitude was challenged by the growing hazards of city life. Filth 
accumulated, giving off foul odors. Flies and rats flocked to the stench, 
causing urban residents to connect odor with outbreaks of cholera, 
typhoid, and yellow fever. Outbreaks that killed dozens of people were 
frequent, and occasionally far more lethal outbreaks occurred. An 1853 
yellow fever epidemic killed about 9,000 people in New Orleans. Dis-
ease on this scale was not limited to threatening the poor but to all who 
lived in the compact, congested cities.

Some chose escape or longed for it. Discontent with the city led many 
urbanities to set out for rural areas, either permanently or seasonally. 
The mid-nineteenth century is peppered with literature and art reflect-
ing this quest, ranging from Thomas Cole and the Hudson School’s 
romanticized paintings of unblemished nature in the 1840s to Henry 
David Thoreau’s descriptions of Walden one decade later. A unifying 
thread through all of this work was that it was made by people who had 
spent considerable time in cities and longed for a pristine alternative 
found in the countryside.7

This longing was not far removed from Jefferson’s pastoral ideal, 
although by mid-century it was due to revulsion of industrial cities 



The Decay of the Old  |  31

within the United States instead of across the Atlantic. It influenced the 
design of new city parks and the early suburban subdivisions of Freder-
ick Law Olmsted. As more of the United States became urban between 
1800 and 1850, more urbanites despaired of the loud, dirty, disease-
ridden cities that affected their health and well-being. More longed to 
be someplace cleaner, quieter, and safer. It was an impulse that would 
not soon die.

Rise of the Sanitarians

Others chose to better the conditions of the filthy cities. Long after 
independence, American and British scientists faced very similar prob-
lems of public health, concluding that a relationship between mal-
odorous wastes and communicable disease was apparent. The British 
sanitarian Edwin Chadwick used this connection to advocate for new 
sanitation laws in the 1840s to remove miasmas. His efforts influenced 
American public health offices to adopt similar measures in order to 
prevent disease. Early American sanitarians gravitated to the largest cit-
ies of the East Coast. Two, John H. Griscom of New York and Lemuel 
Shattuck of Boston, demonstrated both the growing threat to public 
health found in cities and the rapidly evolving theories of who or what 
was responsible for disease and what measures should be taken to make 
cities safer.

Griscom delivered a report on the sanitation problems of laborers in 
New York City at the end of December 1844. He repudiated the moral 
theory of contagion, observing that wealthy people were hardly noted 
for their moderate behavior yet they still lived longer and healthier lives 
than the poor did. Griscom concluded that living in clean surroundings 
and eating better food improved their lives, and this lesson should be 
used to improve the environment of all urban residents.8

Griscom observed that more than half the patients he observed were 
foreign born and that probably over 75 percent were either foreign born 
or the dependent children of immigrants. He attributed their poor 
health to “the confined spaces in which they dwell, the unwholesome air 
they breathe, and their filth and degradation,” all conditions that caused 
them to fall ill and miss work, increased the danger to public health, 
and placed a further burden on public and private charity.9 Griscom 
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suggested the creation of a “sanitary police” that would teach the poor 
how to manage their household operations, specifically that “the value 
of fresh air, ventilation, cleanliness, temperance, &c., would form con-
stant themes for them.”10

Shattuck did not go as far in dismissing moral causes of disease. A 
Massachusetts legislator and statistician, he possessed attitudes more 
typical of his day. Worried about the debilitating effects of Boston’s 
immigrants on the American native-born population, Shattuck and his 
fellow researchers described unbearable conditions, reporting that the 
average age of Irish life in Boston did not exceed fourteen years and 
describing 568 dark, crowded cellars used as dwellings, each occupied 
by between five and fifteen residents.11 Asiatic cholera plagued the Irish 
emigrants who had settled in such conditions.12

Shattuck sympathized with the plight of the poor, explicitly stating 
that “no sanitary system can be adequate to the requirements of the 
time, or can cure those radical evils which infect the under-framework 
of society,” without improving the social condition of the poor. Shat-
tuck reasoned that if a person lived in “inevitable domestic filth,” how 
could they possibly be expected to maintain adequate standards of 
personal cleanliness?

Shattuck maintained that any moral shortcomings, “improvidence 
and recklessness,” that the urban poor might have were a result of their 
social condition rather than personal shortcomings. Any “ignorance 
and prejudice” the poor might have about proper sanitation could be 
corrected if the public recognized that the sanitation of the poor was an 
obligation of society.13

In the eyes of more affluent urbanites, the basic problem with the 
poor lay in their lack of moral fiber. Shattuck and his colleagues agreed 
but found the situation correctable. If poverty produced filthy people, 
poverty’s ills could be alleviated, altered, or reformed. At mid-century, 
a dirty person was a person who could be uplifted. Economic condition 
was not immutable, basic, or secured from birth. No matter how pejo-
rative the descriptions of the poor, these descriptions were in a context 
that, if these people were taught good manners and changed their ways — ​
or, perhaps more paternally, if those of us who know better would provide 
a safe environment for these people — ​then the poor could be divorced 
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from their dirty status. A function of government was to uplift the mor-
als and sanitation of the urban poor through education. Since hygiene 
and morality were linked, another function of government was to 
encourage it through a program of civic cleanliness for public and pri-
vate spaces. Keeping the poor clean and healthy kept them from start-
ing epidemics that threatened all residents of the city. Shattuck’s general 
plan for improving the public’s health was not implemented when he 
proposed it in 1850, but it would prove valuable to improving health 
of Union soldiers during the Civil War and formed an important prec-
edent for subsequent municipal sanitation efforts.14

If a city was dirty, it was now perceived to be deadly. Dirt was defined 
especially by smell, and a putrid stench posed a threat. The “miasmatic,” 
or filth, theory of disease shaped American and British responses to 
public health for half a century. According to the theory, the cause of 
contagious diseases were vapors produced by wastes. The proper way 
to prevent epidemics was by draining sewers, ventilating buildings, and 
otherwise improving the cleanliness of cities.

Environmental sanitation became popular. A program that sought 
to reduce disease as it improved the aesthetic experience of living in 
cities was a program that politicians and private citizens were willing 
to fund. Sanitarians conducted state-funded reports on urban health in 
the 1850s, leading to the creation of several state boards of health in the 
1860s and 1870s and the passage of the New York Metropolitan Health 
Law in 1860. Sanitarians developed a professional infrastructure, using 
a coherent theory of disease, to fight the ills of urban society. If cholera 
had been considered “a scourge of the sinful” in 1830, by the end of the 
Civil War, sanitarians saw it as “the consequence of remediable faults 
in sanitation.”15

Simply because a cause was associated with urban epidemic did not 
lead to eradication of communicable diseases. Physical infrastructure to 
handle wastes remained inadequate, in part because municipal govern-
ments in rapidly developing cities such as Chicago often opted to charge 
only those businesses and residents immediately adjacent to a street 
for its maintenance. Such policies not only produced unequal access 
to healthy environments based upon ability to pay but were also inad-
equate to reduce the threat of highly communicable diseases to all who 
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lived near (or had services performed by) vulnerable peoples. Although 
sanitarians attempted to order and combat the chaos of urban waste in 
the 1840s, more progress was made in identifying causes of disease than 
in eradicating them. American cities remained deadly environments.16

Maintaining clean cities as well as individual dwellings was more 
important than ever. Ideas of who would deserve to be clean and who 
should do the cleaning began to codify. In homes on both sides of the 
Mason-Dixon line, women bore much of the burden for maintaining 
household cleanliness, either through marriage or employment. In the 
latter, class and racial identity already began to shape expectations of 
who would be hired to clean.

Catharine E. Beecher regarded hygiene as woman’s work and catego-
rized the hygienic levels of people based on their national origin. While 
not explicit in her descriptions of who was unclean, Beecher saw the 
English as a people “distinguished for systematic housekeeping, and for 
a great love of order, cleanliness, and comfort.”17

Other Ango-American women shared this assumption and expressed 
it in their hiring practices. Eliza Burhans Farnham of Rensselaerville, 
New York, married the lawyer Thomas Jefferson Farnham in July 1836. 
The middle-class couple moved west, residing in a small village on the 
Illinois prairie, absent the civilized amenities of New York. Mrs. Farn-
ham wrote that she was unable to hire “a stout Irish or colored woman” 
to do the scrubbing, as she probably would have done had she still 
been living in New York, and unwilling (she wrote) to sit down and cry 
over the mess, she attacked it head on. Farnham’s assumptions reveal 
expected norms of gender and ethnicity as it related to housework — ​the 
labor of first resort were either African American women or women 
from the most populous current immigrant group — ​at this time, 
the Irish.18

Cities grew in part owing to migrants from abroad. Between 1821 and 
1850, one million Irish came to the United States, with numbers rising 
at the end of the period because of the Potato Famine. The Irish made 
homes in the older cities of the Atlantic seaboard as well as in younger 
Midwestern cities like Pittsburgh and Chicago and in San Francisco on 
the West Coast. The arrival of Irish immigrants in New York City led 
to violence and discriminatory exclusion in jobs and housing oppor-
tunities. In Boston, mass immigration of Irish Catholics exacerbated 
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political and environmental tensions. Access to the Boston Commons 
was fiercely contested, with Yankee Protestants worried about immi-
grants trampling the land with their livestock (something the Yankees 
themselves had practiced on the same grounds). The historian Suellen 
Hoy remarks that antebellum nativists argued for exclusion of the Irish 
from America in part because, they jeered, “the only water the Irishman 
used consistently was Holy Water.”19

These insults reflected class divisions and also differences in experi-
ence. Many of the Irish had lived in rural villages, where cottages had 
dirt floors. Upon arrival in congested American cities, their new homes 
were crowded tenements, often lacking indoor plumbing or adequate 
ventilation. These living conditions did not prepare Irish women to 
uphold middle-class standards of household sanitation once they were 
hired as domestic workers. Stereotypically referred to as “Biddy,” Irish 
servants were sometimes described as “unwashed” and were often said 
to perform housework “dirtily and shiftlessly.”20

Cleansing the Frontier

If cities were cauldrons of filth, the frontier represented territory to 
where unwanted peoples who were considered out of place in the expand-
ing nation could be removed. The federal government used racial des-
ignation based on skin color to physically relocate indigenous peoples. 
During Thomas Jefferson’s administration, the president hoped to “civi-
lize” indigenous peoples into rural American society, telling Congress 
in 1803 that “in leading them to agriculture, to manufactures, and civi-
lization; in bringing together their and our settlements, and in prepar-
ing them ultimately to participate in the benefits of our governments, I 
trust and believe we are acting for their greatest good.” Jefferson’s senti-
ments, however much they might have raised the possibility of assimila-
tion, came after more than seventy years of efforts and negotiations to 
relocate indigenous peoples away from colonial settlements, joined by 
the president voicing the possibility of using the Louisiana Territory for 
such relocations.21

By 1830, official policy was unambiguous in supporting removal. 
Racialized descriptions of indigenous people were used to justify a form 
of social cleansing. Political leaders used “red” for skin color alongside 
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“savage” to both indicate indigenous peoples’ differences from colonists 
of European heritage and classify peoples of diverse tribal heritages 
under one racial group. These classifications were used, not to assim-
ilate native peoples, but to remove them altogether from lands occu-
pied by settlers of European origin. John C. Calhoun, a South Carolina 
native whose political career figured strongly in the virulent racism of 
the period, strongly urged a policy of Indian removal. As secretary of 
war, Calhoun drafted plans for removal for President James Madison in 
1824 that directed moving peoples in the Southern states west.

Upon signing the Indian Removal Act of 1830, which established 
the relocation of Native Americans from their farms in Virginia, the 
Carolinas, Georgia, Alabama, and Tennessee to territories unoccupied 
by colonists west of the Mississippi River, President Andrew Jackson 
declared: “The waves of population and civilization are rolling to the 
westward, and we now propose to acquire the countries occupied by the 
red men of the South and West by a fair exchange, and, at the expense 
of the United States, to send them to land where their existence may be 
prolonged and perhaps made perpetual.”22

What President Jackson perceived as a fair exchange to the “red men” 
had lethal consequences. Federal policy removed — ​ostensibly by mutu-
ally negotiated treaties that were in fact conducted under great duress — ​
people belonging to the Chickasaw, Choctaw, Cherokee, Creek, and 
Seminole tribes from the Southeast. In October 1838, the U.S. military 
forcibly pushed the Cherokee people west of the Mississippi River into 
what had been designated Indian territory, a journey that killed more 
than 4,000 people within eight months. The federal government con-
sistently used skin color to differentiate the peoples to be removed over 
the nineteenth century, ultimately settling many tribes on reservations 
far away from white settlements.23

American Exceptionalism

Tensions over purportedly unwashed immigrants in cities and the poli-
cies of Indian removal were joined by disputes over enslaving African 
Americans that made racism more corrosive and threatened to tear 
the nation apart. By the 1830s, the American South stood alone in the 
Western world in its reliance on slaves working ever-larger plantations 
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harvesting cotton. As the rest of the Western world abolished slavery, 
the United States increased its reliance upon the peculiar institution.

Even as Northern looms used Southern cotton, political thought 
above the Mason-Dixon line generally agreed with the principles of 
European nations that slavery was untenable. This exacerbated regional 
tensions that had been evident even before the first constitutional con-
vention grappled with the question of slavery. John C. Calhoun, already 
notable as an early advocate of Indian removal, openly discussed the 
possibility of the South seceding from the Union, arguing that the North 
could not interfere in the South’s way of life.

Calhoun had reached the office of vice president under presidents 
John Quincy Adams and Andrew Jackson. Less than four years after 
leaving that office (following protracted disputes with Jackson), he was 
a sitting senator when abolitionists delivered petitions to the U.S. Sen-
ate. In 1836, the international slave trade had been banned, and moral 
calls for abolition grew louder in the North. These moral appeals only 
hardened divisions between the slave and free states, divisions Senator 
Calhoun indicated were irrevocable when he spoke against the petitions 
on the Senate floor on March 9:

The relation which now exists between the two races in the slaveholding 
States has existed for two centuries. It has grown with our growth, and 
strengthened with our strength. It has entered into and modified all our 
institutions, civil and political. None other can be substituted. We will 
not, cannot permit it to be destroyed. If we were base enough to do so, 
we would be traitors to our section, to ourselves, our families, and to pos-
terity. . . . Come what will, should it cost every drop of blood, and every 
cent of property, we must defend ourselves; and if compelled, we would 
stand justified by all laws, human and divine. . . . With these impressions, 
I ask neither sympathy nor compassion for the slaveholding States. We 
can take care of ourselves. It is not we, but the Union which is in danger. 
It is that which demands our care — ​demands that the agitation of this 
question shall cease here — ​that you shall refuse to receive this petitions, 
and decline all jurisdiction over the subject of abolition, in every form 
and shape. It is only on these terms that the Union can be safe. We can-
not remain here in an endless struggle in defence of our character, our 
property, and institutions.24



38  |  The Decay of the Old

Calhoun’s claim of slavery’s vitality made dissolving the Union sound 
noble and virtuous. Allowing abolition would betray the South, there-
fore the South could not remain part of a nation bent on abolition. The 
necessity of racial inequality was that central. Slavery had perverted the 
values of half the nation; as Calhoun put it, slavery had “entered into 
and modified all our institutions, civil and political.” Far from an iso-
lated voice, he shaped the rhetoric that ultimately led to the creation of 
the Confederate States of America after Abraham Lincoln defeated Ste-
phen Douglas in a presidential election defined by the question of slav-
ery. The South bound itself to the institution of slavery. The frequency 
of demeaning blacks as intellectually and morally inferior intensified 
in remarks by doctors, academics, and especially politicians fighting to 
preserve slavery.

If the subjugation of the black race was that vital to the preservation 
of the Union in 1836, its importance grew over the next two decades. 
Because of the psychological, economic, and political capital invested in 
maintaining slavery, the biological justifications for bondage would only 
grow more creative and demeaning over the period.

The science emerging to defend slavery was interwoven with reli-
gious justifications that had also supported the institution. Citing the 
Bible, especially the curse of Ham in the book of Genesis, where Noah 
curses Canaan to servitude, was a frequent device of Protestant clergy 
supporting slavery. By the 1850s, educated Southerners devised elabo-
rate justifications for continuing the institution. The South Carolina 
parson and naturalist John Bachman offered that Africans, though of 
“our species,” were inferior in “intellectual power” and “incapable of 
self-government.”25

The Southern physician S. A. Cartwright offered a particularly exag-
gerated scientific defense of slavery in 1851. He traced the problems of 
black people to inadequate decarbonization of blood in the lungs, “con-
joined with a deficiency of cerebral matter in the cranium . . . that is the 
true cause of that debasement of mind, which has rendered the people 
of Africa unable to take care of themselves.” The physician invented a 
disease he called “dysesthesia,” a disease of inadequate breathing, in 
which slaves broke tools, spoiled crops, and were unresponsive to physi-
cal punishment not because of conscious resistance but, rather, owing 
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to this disease. Cartwright also thought the problems of slaves attempt-
ing to escape was due to a mental disease called “drapetomania,” or the 
insane desire to flee. “Like children, they are constrained by unalterable 
physiological laws, to love those in authority over them. Hence, from a 
law of his nature, the Negro can no more help loving a kind master, than 
the child can help loving her that gives it suck.”26

Cartwright combined paternalism with medical explanations for 
abnormal behavior. For him the slave was like a child, or a pet, a crea-
ture clearly inferior to the master yet one that bonds with the master in 
a way that is beneficial to the slave. A slave trying to break that bond 
would, using this logic, have to be insane.

Cartwright’s explanations were preposterous, yet they represented the 
justifications of the 1850s. Isolated from the rest of the Western world, 
the slave states intensified their justifications for keeping the institution. 
These pseudoscientific justifications lived into the Civil War.

If black Americans were blamed and feared by white Southerners for 
social and physical ills, concerned scientists spent little time actively 
investigating their lives and troubles. Shattuck’s research related the 
problems of Massachusetts cities to problems elsewhere in the United 
States. The appendix to an 1850 report by the Massachusetts Sanitary 
Commission included extracts from the communications of J. D. B. De 
Bow, Esq., the superintendent of the Bureau of Statistics of the state of 
Louisiana, with the sanitarian Dr. Edward H. Barton of New Orleans.

De Bow admitted that “we are strikingly deficient in knowledge of 
the black and colored population, although living among us for nearly 
three hundred years. Investigations, notwithstanding their importance, 
have never been made in this field until within a very few years.”27

Hygienic concerns also were used against people of Scots-Irish heri-
tage in rural Appalachia and the South. Championing white supremacy 
extended beyond subjugating non-white peoples to also marginalizing 
white farmers. The phrase “poor white trash” emerged in the 1830s; the 
historian Matt Wray dates the earliest recorded use to 1833.28 Exactly 
how the term originated is unclear; it may have started with black slaves 
denigrating poor whites or white servants, or whites may have starting 
used it to insult other whites. The term implied a racial aspect to clean-
liness. While whites were ostensibly superior, poor whites joined blacks 
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and Indians in being described as dirty and immoral. Class joined skin 
color in shaping notions of racial superiority and hygiene.29

Views from Abroad

Changes in racial perceptions were likely internalized by most Ameri-
cans; observers from abroad could see how constructions of whiteness 
evolved into a more virulent form between 1830 and 1865. If the most 
famous observation of antebellum American life from a European is 
the Frenchman Alexis de Tocqueville’s Democracy in America, it is an 
observation that appears confused about the racial climate in the coun-
try. Writing between 1835 and 1840, de Tocqueville discusses the merits 
and opportunities of life in the New World but then observes that rac-
ism left little opportunity for non-white peoples. The forced suffering of 
Indians on the Trail of Tears are evils de Tocqueville would find impos-
sible to relate. Slavery and racism, de Tocqueville found, would inevi-
tably spark a great war: “If America ever experiences great revolutions, 
they will be instigated by the presents of blacks on American soil; that 
is to say, it will not be the equality of social conditions but rather their 
inequality which will give rise to them.”30

Slavery, for de Tocqueville, prevented the Southern states from truly 
sharing the egalitarian image he had of America; that was reserved for 
the Northern states, especially New England. That said, however, he 
engaged in classification as well. In chapter 17 he wrote that, “among 
these widely differing families of men, the first that attracts attention, 
the superior in intelligence, in power, and in enjoyment, is the white, 
or European, the man pre-eminently so called, below him appear the 
Negro and the Indian.” He concluded in chapter 18 that “you may set 
the Negro free, but you cannot make him otherwise than an alien to the 
European. Nor is this all we scarcely acknowledge the common features 
of humanity in this stranger whom slavery has brought among us. His 
physiognomy is to our eyes hideous, his understanding weak, his tastes 
low; and we are almost inclined to look upon him as a being intermedi-
ate between man and the brutes.”

Other Europeans found racial animus in all white Americans. Charles 
Dickens decried virulent American racism in 1852, arguing that white 
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Americans scorned black Americans whether they be slave or free. In 
Household Words, Dickens wrote,

however respectable the position earned by a free negro . . . though he be 
clean of body, neatly dressed, and by the color of his mind a man of sense 
and honour: there is not a white fellow, black with dirt in his body, and 
black with rascality in his mind, who would not scorn to sit beside him 
on an omnibus; there is not a kitchen scullion claiming to be white under 
his grease and soot, who would not consider it an insult to be told that he 
must dine at the same table with the negro gentleman.31

By 1852, the justifications for slavery had belittled Americans with 
black skin to such an extent that Dickens found the actual station of 
slavery irrelevant to how white Americans regarded black Americans. 
Race had overtaken economic relation.

With race at the forefront of American identity, it also touched upon 
other concerns. A decade after Dickens lamented American racism, his 
countryman Anthony Trollope remarked upon the industrial devel-
opment of Pittsburgh. In his 1862 account North America (a series of 
reflections on travel in the United States), Trollope explicitly linked the 
soot of western Pennsylvania’s central city to skin color. He called the 
city “without exception the blackest place which I ever saw,” and all 
the soot and grease and dinginess of Great Britain’s dirtiest cities could 
not compare to the pollution he witnessed in Pittsburgh. The mills and 
factories belching out black coal smoke befouled what he supposed was 
a picturesque site of mountains and rivers. Whatever colors the land-
scape or built environment once possessed, now all was black.

Including the people. When he returned to his hotel after touring the 
city, Trollope found that “everything in the hotel was black; not black 
to the eye, for the eye teaches itself to discriminate colours even when 
loaded with dirt, but black to the touch.” He did not except himself 
from the pervasive soot. “On coming out of a tub of water my foot took 
an impress from the carpet exactly as it would have done had I trod 
barefooted on a path laid with soot. I thought that I was turning Negro 
upwards, till I put my wet hand upon the carpet, and found that the 
result was the same.”32
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Trollope explicitly conflated skin color with soot as he tried to con-
vey the scale of Pittsburgh’s pollution. He did not otherwise link race 
and hygiene or make claims about purity of blood or physiological 
traits. His casual association of skin and dirt, however, represents a 
troubling way in which the national concerns of race and hygiene were 
becoming intertwined.

The Illogic of Racial Categories

Away from the industrial cities, abolitionist threats to slavery hardened 
notions of white supremacy and political secession in the plantations 
of South Carolina. These newly virulent constructions of whiteness not 
only threatened black Americans but also threatened to negate the white 
identity of poor Scots-Irish farmers. The unpredictable experience of 
westward migration further threatened settlers’ assumptions about race. 
The illogical assumptions of racial hierarchy were tested when South-
ern whites settling across the Mississippi Valley experienced floods, 
droughts, miasma, and harsh conditions. The frontier transformed its 
inhabitants, altering hygienic practices, skin textures and tones, and 
the physical health of people considered “white,” “black,” and “red.” 
De Tocqueville’s observation that the frontier crossed with civilization 
transformed Americans into something quite different than Europeans 
may be taken further. American-born whites moving to the borderlands 
saw their own faces and bodies transformed into something quite dif-
ferent from the appearance of their Eastern contemporaries (and, ironi-
cally, closer to the appearance of the indigenous peoples being pushed 
beyond the frontier by the government of white Americans). Their 
resulting worries, as the historian Conevery Bolton Valenčius observes 
in reviewing antebellum settlers’ accounts of their experiences, exposed 
the medical and environmental underpinnings of racial anxiety and 
violence in the western territories. Racial anxiety and violence were 
abundant in these lands. From the fights over slavery in Bloody Kansas 
to the subjugation of Mexicans in Texas to the continued forced migra-
tion and battles with indigenous American peoples, the expansion west-
ward radicalized the rhetoric and actions of white supremacy between 
1830 and 1860.33
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Toward Civil War

Slavery’s hold on the South intensified in the decades after inter
national opinion hardened against the institution. New York State’s last 
slaves were freed in 1827, as large cotton plantations spread across the 
south. Westward expansion of the United States exacerbated the divide 
between North and South, and the question of slavery defined Ameri-
can politics between 1840 and 1860.

The political process in Congress did little to resolve American 
conflicts over slavery, with mutterings of secession by the slavehold-
ing states increasing in the 1830s and inflamed battles over Missouri 
and Kansas territories over the next two decades. The social effect of 
America’s increasing isolation as a slaveholding Western nation was a 
more virulent defense of white identity as superior to all other peoples. 
This manifested in political campaigns, theology, and pseudoscientific 
claims to white supremacy.

The result of American conflict about slavery was civil war. The 
Union’s victory in the war abolished the institution of slavery but did 
little to eradicate the constructions of race that slavery begat. The war 
also underscored the threat of contagion, as disease killed the majority 
of soldiers fighting on both sides. At the end of the war, public health 
professionals still viewed hygiene as a primarily economic problem, cor-
rectable with proper education. The attitudes regarding racial identity 
that grew corrosive as the racial hierarchy was challenged had already 
insinuated race into concepts of purity and danger. During the war, fear 
of germs and fear of a social order without slavery produced fears that 
would endure and intertwine.

With Abraham Lincoln’s election to the presidency in November 
1860, Calhoun’s home state of South Carolina enacted his proposal 
of secession, triggering a rash of secession across the South and the 
Civil War. Although President Lincoln’s stated goal was to preserve the 
Union rather than abolish slavery, as the war progressed, Emancipation 
became a step to winning the war as incentive for mobilizing troops and 
marginalizing the South on the international stage. President Lincoln 
delivered the preliminary Emancipation Proclamation on September 
22, 1863, after the Union victory at Antietam, establishing that a Union 
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victory in the war would not only preserve the nation but also end 
slavery. African Americans from North and South alike enlisted in the 
Union Army, totaling more than 186,000.34

Racial tensions persisted in the North. Working-class New Yorkers, 
often first-generation immigrants from Ireland and Germany, blamed 
African Americans for the war (and the circumstances of the draft). 
As the Union Army drafted working-class Americans while allowing 
wealthy men to buy their way out of service, drafted men in 1863 tar-
geted black New Yorkers in resulting riots. Many fled across the water to 
Brooklyn. Race relations in the North were far from harmonious even if 
the Union moved to abolish slavery.

As the nation battled over race, it moved to exert control over dirt as 
longtime concerns of sanitarians helped shape policy during the Civil 
War. Lemuel Shattuck’s 1850 proposal was the first plan for an integrated 
public health program in the United States, though one that was not 
enacted before the Civil War. The acute health crises of the military con-
flict led to implementation of several of Shattuck’s plans as relief and aid 
societies were founded in Northern cities almost immediately after the 
start of the war. The need for medical personnel overwhelmed the mili-
tary’s capacity; professionals in 1861 estimated the Union would need 
to recruit at least 1,400 new doctors to attend to the growing army.35 
Sanitarians recognized that battling disease would determine the suc-
cess of the army; in 1864 Jacob G. Forman wrote that, until the Civil 
War, “not less than five soldiers usually died of disease for every one 
killed in battle.”36

The reverend Henry W. Bellows and Dr. Elisha Harris founded the 
U.S. Sanitary Commission to employ methods for obtaining clean 
water, clean clothing, and the separation of refuse and excreta that Shat-
tuck had recommended in military contexts. Initially, the Commission 
researched the living conditions of the army and advised hospitals of any 
shortcomings in sanitary conditions. The Commission appointed Fred-
erick Law Olmsted as executive chairman, and he hired sixty inspec-
tors to report on the cooking, sleeping, drinking, and overall hygienic 
conditions of Union camps. As concerns became acute by 1864, the 
Commission expanded its responsibilities beyond advising to supply-
ing nurses, clean clothing, bandages, and food to the army, responsibili-
ties that later were transferred to the American Red Cross. Commission 
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representatives instructed soldiers in proper personal hygiene and 
ordered supplies to make camps and hospitals cleaner.37

Sanitarians’ concerns rested with the perils of dirt, as disease was 
linked to soil, mud, and murky water. The miasma theory of disease 
transmission continued, and the war on dirt was vital to maintaining 
the health of the troops. Indeed, dirt was identified as the root cause of 
several physical and moral ills, with one sanitary inspector pronouncing 
“dirt at one end and cowardice at the other.”38

Noxious odors were linked to diphtheria, though during the war 
sanitarians also noted that boiling water could prevent diseases such 
as cholera and typhoid. Whether shaped by miasma theory or germ 
theory, these measures proved popular and effective in the war effort. 
Jacob G. Forman spoke to Sanitary Commission member A. W. Platten
burg, who noted in his travels through Missouri that the commission 
greatly improved the sanitary conditions of military hospitals, with 
wounded soldiers wearing clean clothes and lying on clean sheets. Doc-
tors who had found wounded men wearing the soiled clothes they had 
fought in lying on floors had demanded that the army provide proper 
supplies. Clean clothing and bedding were crucial in the struggle to 
limit casualties.39

Sanitary conditions had improved such that, instead of five soldiers 
dying of disease for every one killed in battle, the ratio had narrowed to 
two to one for Union troops and perhaps an even lower ratio for Con-
federate troops. The war on dirt elevated public confidence in medical 
professionals, making nurses such as Florence Nightingale heroic fig-
ures and cities more apt to listen to sanitary professionals’ recommen-
dations on improving public health.40

A Country at the Crossroads

The period between Jefferson’s death and the Civil War saw scientific 
justifications for white supremacy and for eradicating dirt. These two 
issues both involved notions of purity, albeit ones that were generally 
distinct outside the racism used to justify the physical removal of native 
peoples from land coveted by whites. Calhoun’s hardened views on race, 
slavery, and the limits of political compromise demonstrate the height-
ened tensions about race and waste in American society in the second 
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quarter of the nineteenth century. For the first time, scientific justifica-
tions for subjugating people of African heritage emerged. Furthermore, 
those justifications focused on skin color.

Tensions on race and slavery culminated in a war between the states 
that appeared to settle the political question of slavery on the side of 
abolitionists. The war’s horrific toll in casualties forced the Union to 
adopt some of the sanitary recommendations proposed over the previ-
ous twenty years, beginning the implementation of significant public 
health advances. The end of the Civil War, it seemed, brought with it a 
great leap forward for the Enlightenment values Jefferson held dear and 
an end to many of the justifications for white supremacy that had devel-
oped in the nineteenth century. Legally, once the Union had defeated 
the Confederacy, race no longer could be used to justify the bondage of 
some humans by others. Emancipation removed the legal framework 
that white supremacy evolved to support between 1790 and 1860, but 
the abolition of slavery could not erase the beliefs and values of white 
supremacy that intensified as slavery came under attack.

Just as the war brought change to American race relations, it also 
had implications for how Americans viewed dirt and disease. The ter-
rible toll of infectious disease on both sides of the war forced medical 
personnel and sanitary professionals to innovate new ways of prevent-
ing and fighting infectious disease. Even away from the battlefield, 
sanitary concerns grew. New York City, Philadelphia, and Boston accu-
mulated filth during the war well beyond the ability of their munici-
pal governments to handle it. New York City had welcomed the largest 
number of immigrants (especially from Ireland and Germany) of any 
American city between 1840 and 1865, and many of these newcomers 
were mired in poverty, housed in tenements, and most vulnerable to 
epidemic disease.41

“White trash” would become a common insult after the Civil War, 
but the term’s existence in the late antebellum period revealed the grow-
ing conflation of race and cleanliness. This conflation grew along with 
worries about epidemic disease in cities and insecurities about slavery 
and racial hierarchy. Political tensions relating to slavery exploded into 
sectarian violence. Attempts to negotiate the question of slavery through 
political compromise resulted in bloodshed in the western territories, 
and growing calls for secession in the slaveholding South culminated in 
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a civil war. That war transformed the United States in several ways. The 
vast carnage — ​with most battlefield deaths caused by infection rather 
than arms — ​required advances in treatment and disease prevention. 
The enforced abolition of slavery that came with the Union’s victory 
over the Confederacy preserved the Union and banned the institution 
that had been written into the nation’s founding documents.

An industrializing nation finally free of the shackles of slavery had 
many possibilities ahead of it. The legal basis for white supremacy had, 
it seemed, been dismantled; social and cultural hierarchies would prove 
more durable. American concerns about race in the years after the Civil 
War became enmeshed with ever-growing concerns about waste.
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Searching for Order

Attempts to create order require classifying matter as dirt. In 1967, the 
historian Robert Wiebe characterized the turbulent period between 
1877 and 1920 as a search for order as the nation’s society, economic sys-
tem, culture, and politics underwent great change. This era included the 
rise of industrial society, the rollback of Reconstruction, and the rise of 
both populism and Progressivism as responses to the great changes. A 
search for order implies disorder and a deep unease in the organization 
of a society.1

The Civil War itself may be seen as establishing a new order in the 
nation’s understandings of waste and of race. Although unsanitary con-
ditions killed thousands during the war, progress included the imple-
mentation of more than two decades of sanitarians’ recommendations 
in hospitals. This implementation provided an important response to 
the hazards of waste. On race, the emancipation of American slaves by 
force had, it seemed, ended the schism on slavery that had shaped the 
virulent racism of the antebellum period. When General Robert E. Lee’s 
April 1865 surrender at Appomattox ended the Civil War, it seemed the 
nation was ready to rebuild a healthier, more egalitarian society.

On April 11, President Lincoln announced at the White House: “We 
meet this evening, not in sorrow, but in gladness of heart. The evacu-
ation of Petersburg and Richmond, and the surrender of the principal 
insurgent army, give hope of a righteous and speedy peace whose joy-
ous expression can not be restrained.” The Union was preserved, the 
president remarked, and the business of reconstruction could begin 
(although, he added, that there was considerable debate as to the mode, 
manner, and means of reconstruction).2

Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation of 1863 shaped the end of slav-
ery throughout the United States. The economic rationale for white 
supremacy was removed, and 1865 brought hope to freed slaves to per-
haps enjoy the full rights of American citizenship. Although the terms 
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of Reconstruction — ​and how freed slaves might or might not own 
property, vote, or otherwise enjoy the benefits of citizenship — ​were not 
established, the end of bondage was.

America Transformed

Emancipation was just one of the major changes upsetting the estab-
lished order of the United States. Leaps in industrial development and 
urbanization continued after the war. In the seventy years between 1850 
and 1920, the population of the United States soared by 357 percent while 
the world population increased by only 55 percent. The most phenom-
enal growth occurred in the cities, primarily because of immigration 
and rural-to-urban migration. During this period, nearly thirty-two 
million people entered the United States, most of them from Southern 
and Eastern Europe. City growth was especially dramatic; in 1860, the 
only American cities with populations greater than 250,000 were New 
York City, Brooklyn (an independent city until 1898), and Philadelphia. 
By 1890, eleven cities were that large, with New York City, Chicago, and 
Philadelphia each hosting more than one million residents. Forty-one 
percent of American city dwellers in 1910 were foreign-born. About 
80 percent of the new immigrants settled in the Northeast. Migration 
from rural areas of the country was also impressive as farmers came to 
cities; one estimate had fifteen million rural people moved to the cit-
ies between 1880 and 1920, with rural whites and blacks alike moving 
within the country to industrial cities like Detroit and Chicago. During 
those years, the rural population fell from 71.4 percent to 48.6 percent.3

Abolition and sanitary reforms promised to resolve some of the 
problems on race and waste that had vexed the nation since its found-
ing. Yet the cultural history of the antebellum period informed what 
would happen at war’s end. When President Lincoln admitted little 
agreement on the terms of Reconstruction on April 11, 1865, he antici-
pated the political debate of the next decade. Opining that at least some 
“very intelligent” freed men in Louisiana ought to have the right to vote, 
the president infuriated at least one member of the crowd witnessing 
Lincoln’s speech. Three days later, John Wilkes Booth shot him.4

If Lincoln’s evolving views on emancipation were a logical conclusion 
of Jefferson’s struggles over egalitarian values, Booth’s murder of Lincoln 
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was a logical continuation of Calhoun’s assertions of white supremacy. 
Assassinating the president who proposed that black men could vote 
was the first shot in the post-slavery constructions of race in the United 
States. These constructions were informed by the tensions that resulted 
in the Civil War and also by new developments in the economies of the 
North and South alike.

Lincoln’s death triggered a decade of political turmoil. His successor 
Andrew Johnson vetoed several attempts to establish Reconstruction. 
Subsequently, Congress impeached Johnson but fell short of removing 
him from office. Reconstruction involved federal imposition on gov-
ernments in the states that had seceded, inspiring resentment of both 
the federal government and freed African Americans. Opposition to 
Reconstruction grew in the South; support to maintain Reconstruction 
ebbed in the North. The ultimate result was a rollback of the Recon-
struction laws that had existed as part of the congressional negotiations 
to settle the disputed 1876 presidential election.

During Reconstruction and its aftermath, the United States strug-
gled with the question of race in a free society. A nation with slavery 
written into its Constitution — ​and that had seen despicable justifica-
tions for subjugating peoples from Africa under the guise of benevolent 
paternalism — ​would not become an egalitarian utopia once abolition, 
at the barrel of a gun, had become the law of the land. The form and 
enforcement of Reconstruction acknowledged these tensions. At the 
conclusion of the Civil War, the states that had formed the Confederacy 
were placed under military rule to ensure compliance with federal law.

In the immediate wake of the Civil War, the South attempted to pre-
serve the racial status quo. The provisional state legislatures established 
by President Johnson adopted a series of Black Codes to establish ser-
vile working conditions resembling slavery. Florida, Mississippi, and 
Texas established laws racially segregating passenger cars on railroads. 
Yet racial segregation, as the historian C. Vann Woodward argues, was 
a more complex historical process with different outcomes in different 
states. North Carolina, for example, saw freedmen serve on juries. Afri-
can Americans served in Congress and state legislatures in the South.5

Reactions, however, were fierce. The abolition of slavery did not 
eradicate legal structures of racism. States and the federal government 
established new laws relating to immigration, marriage, and citizenship 
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based on “common sense” definitions of race. What emerged was 
a more detailed construction of rights and privileges based on white 
identity, and white identity was based on a variety of often contradic-
tory, complex social and legal constructions. Immigrants who did not 
meet the criteria of whiteness were denied citizenship. Struggles to 
define these criteria are evident in the fifty-two racial prerequisite cases 
reported in American courts between 1878 and 1952, cases that intro-
duced evidence ranging from published academic scholarship to ver-
nacular common sense.6

Legal constructions of race culminated the passage of the Johnson-
Reed Immigration Act of 1924, which was the nation’s first compre-
hensive restriction of immigrants. It established numerical limits on 
immigration based upon (in the words of the historian Mae M. Ngai) “a 
global racial and national hierarchy that favored some immigrants over 
others,” with European migrants favored over those from other nations. 
East Asians were particularly subject to restrictions between the 1850s 
and the Johnson-Reed Immigration Act.7

Racism based upon physical appearance was not new in 1865. White-
ness emerged as an explanation of power relations in the colonial era 
between people of European heritage and American heritage and 
between people of European heritage and African heritage. The lan-
guage of dominance shifted progressively from religious (Christian/sav-
age) to physical appearance (white/black/red). This obsession with color 
informed the ways in which power relations in the new nation were 
understood both in the early nineteenth century and in the late nine-
teenth century. The understanding, however, was not static. The ways 
in which white identity was shaped, achieved, and threatened evolved, 
contingent on specific social anxieties at different times of the century.

Notably, anxieties over environmental and materialist threats to eco-
nomic and physical health shape constructions of whiteness. Industri-
alization shaped not only class relations but also race relations through 
the entire United States as industrial capacity grew. The benefits and 
damage of industrial capitalism produced new ways of describing race, 
and new inequalities based upon racial identity. The inequalities mani-
fested in who was allowed to enter the nation. Anti-Chinese sentiment 
in California emerged with the first wave of Chinese immigration in 
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the 1850s, culminating in Congress passing the Chinese Exclusion Act 
of 1882.8

Europeans were allowed to enter the country but encountered deri-
sion and discrimination based upon their religion, language, and 
“dusky” skin color, limiting employment and residential opportunities. 
The American military continued to push indigenous peoples west into 
reservations, fueled by constructions of the original Americans as “red” 
and “savage.” The question of where black Americans who were no lon-
ger slaves fit in society was most contentious of all.

Economic transformations informed these social interactions and the 
relationships Americans had with the materials in their lives between the 
Civil War and World War I. Industrial production and mass consump-
tion produced new definitions and volumes of unwanted, potentially 
dangerous materials. Americans classified larger volumes and greater 
varieties of materials as wastes. The decisions informing these classifica-
tions reveal the acute insecurities of the immediate postbellum period.

The Waste Age

The industrial urbanism Jefferson feared accelerated after 1865. Sani-
tary revolutions produced more sophisticated attempts to manage 
waste materials. The proper places for discards moved from streets to 
bins, separate sewers, dumps, and junkyards. Technologies developed 
to store and transport wastes; new occupations developed to manage 
wastes. Unprecedented volumes of human wastes were removed from 
households via sewers into waterways. Waterways also became home 
to effluent from factories and refineries, such as heavy metals, petro-
leum, and an ever-growing range of synthetic compounds. The volume 
of sewage spurred the creation of wastewater treatment technologies, 
which could ably manage bacterial hazards though not necessarily 
chemical hazards.9

The reorganization of land to serve industry accelerated. If the 
antebellum period saw transportation advances in the form of canals 
and railroads, the postbellum United States became networked in 
ways that allowed the rapid, reliable transport of raw materials and 
finished commodities.10



56  |  Searching for Order

In the post-war period, waste became a more complex concern. At 
the same time that the United States grappled with the realities of race 
after emancipation, the nation also contended with the complex reali-
ties of urbanization. Cities were vital cogs in the nation’s economy even 
in Jefferson’s time; as industrialization grew in the nineteenth century, 
the centers of New York, Boston, and Philadelphia remained crucial 
centers of trade.

The act of transporting people and commodities produced wastes. 
The horse was a vital part of urban transportation in the late nineteenth 
century, with over 180,000 horses working in Manhattan in the 1880s. 
The manure and carcasses of overworked horses were constant nui-
sances on city streets.11

Horses were vital to intra-urban transportation, and steel horses 
drove inter-urban transportation. The railroads, which networked cities 
across the continent with faster, more dependable movement of people 
and goods (thus growing the economic productivity of cities), exacer-
bated the waste burdens of urban residents. Coal powered railroads; 
by 1880, soft bituminous coal constituted over 90 percent of American 
railroad fuel, producing dense smoke that blackened the skies of indus-
trial cities such as Pittsburgh, Chicago, and Saint Louis. Residents com-
plained of damage to buildings, higher costs of cleaning, and chronic 
health problems associated with the smoke. Stationary sources of air 
pollution included factories and homes that burned coal for heating in 
the winter; at the worst times, urban skies were black at noon with the 
coal soot urban dwellers inhaled regularly.12

Industrial activities made city air unpleasant to the eyes and nose. 
The increased capacity of meat processing made the already unpleasant 
trade of rendering worse. One Cambridge, Massachusetts, slaughter-
house in 1873 so befouled the air that residents from a five-mile swath 
of the Boston area were nauseated. Between the smoke from fuel and 
odors from manufacturing processes, industry dirtied urban air.13

Urban land and water also bore greater waste burdens after the Civil 
War. Cities had wrestled with the problem of sanitation prior to the 
war, and the explosive growth of postbellum urban society increased 
the hazards of waste. American cities achieved unprecedented residen-
tial density in the late nineteenth century, creating enclaves, some of 
which earned names (Little Italy, Chinatown, Ukrainian Village) that 
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described the dominant demographic groups moving in. In 1894, New 
York City’s Sanitary District A averaged 986.4 people an acre in thirty-
two acres, which translated to 300,000 people in a space of five or six 
blocks, often living in cramped tenement buildings. Bombay, India, 
the second-most crowded area in the world, had 759.7 people an acre; 
Prague, the European city with the worst slums, had 485.4 people an 
acre. American cities surpassed any in Europe for the ills Thomas Jef-
ferson had railed against one century earlier.14

Chicago’s explosive growth from a swampy outpost in the 1830s to 
an industrial metropolis six decades later was perhaps Jefferson’s worst 
nightmare. At the time of the Columbian Exposition in 1893, sociolo-
gists predicted this “City of the Century” would soon surpass New York 
City as the nation’s largest. This did not happen (in part because New 
York City annexed Brooklyn), but the ills Jefferson associated with cities 
were visited upon the city. Jefferson might have appreciated the polemic 
If Christ Came to Chicago!, written by the British journalist William T. 
Stead in 1894 as a condemnation of the rampant corruption, “frosty 
smoke-mist” and the “poisonous drippings of what has become the 
cloaca maxima of the world.”15

One decade later, the journalist Upton Sinclair found Stead’s descrip-
tion of the city accurate. Sinclair described the experience of entering 
Chicago as witnessing “perplexing changes in the atmosphere” and land, 
where “the grass seemed to grow less green.” The air was filled with 
thick smoke and “a strange, pungent odor” so strong that “you could 
literally taste it, as well as smell it — ​you could take hold of it, almost, 
and examine it at your leisure.”16

The victory of industrialized meat production over the environment 
of Chicago was awe inspiring. Stockyards were filled with cattle as far 
as the eye could reach. Slaughterhouses transformed between eight and 
ten million animals into food each year, using most part of the animal as 
commodity. The parts that could not be sold were dumped into the adja-
cent South Fork of the South Branch of the Chicago River, called Bubbly 
Creek. This weak tributary was overwhelmed by the waste. The offal, 
blood, and feces sealed off one terminus and left the remaining water-
way thick with organic wastes and bubbling from released methane.

Sinclair echoed Stead’s reference to the cloaca maxima and called this 
waterway “Chicago’s Great Open Sewer.” Local reform groups identified 
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it as a shameful blight upon the lives of the immigrants unfortunate 
enough to work and live near it. In 1911, the Chicago Daily News pub-
lished photographs of a chicken and a man standing atop the wastes 
on Bubbly Creek. Industry had made it possible for man to walk upon 
the water.17

Cities concentrated wastes from their growing population and indus-
trial processes. Local waterways were transformed. Brooklyn’s Gowa-
nus Canal became a repository of wastes for the industries at the canal’s 
banks. Petroleum runoff from Cleveland’s refineries so polluted the 
adjacent Cuyahoga River that the waterway periodically caught fire. 
Bubbly Creek was but the most infamous of the Chicago River’s pol-
luted stretches; the river handled so much sewage that the city decided 
to reverse the river’s flow away from Lake Michigan’s drinking water 
and southwest in the direction of Saint Louis.

Mass consumption lead to escalating solid waste disposal. Between 
1903 and 1907, Pittsburgh’s garbage almost doubled, increasing from 
47,000 tons to 82,498 tons. Other metropolitan areas saw their cre-
ation of garbage increase to the point that many engineers, chemists, 
city officials, journalists, and sanitarians voiced concern over excessive 
waste being a problem. Cities developed programs to rid their streets 
of refuse and collect garbage. They began using incinerators to reduce 
the amount of garbage stored in dumps and, in New York City, briefly 
employed scavengers to sort through dumps for salvageable material.18

The problems were far worse than any Jefferson had witnessed in 
London or Paris. Amid the unsanitary conditions produced by den-
sity, epidemic diseases ran rampant. Typhoid spread throughout New 
Orleans from sewage standing in unpaved streets. In 1873, Memphis 
lost nearly 10 percent of its population to yellow fever. Mortality fig-
ures for “Murder Bay,” a black district in Washington, DC, not far from 
the White House, were twice as high as those for white neighborhoods. 
The residents of that slum lived in ghastly surroundings, picking their 
dinners out of garbage cans and dumps. By 1870, conditions in New 
York City had deteriorated to the point that infant mortality rates were 
65 percent higher than those of 1810, and yellow fever epidemics in 
Memphis killed so many residents that the state of Tennessee moved to 
revoke the city’s charter in 1878. Correlations between living conditions 
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and disease in tenements led to some understanding of the debilitating 
effects of a bad environment on health, but improvements would not 
come quickly.19

Responses to Wastes

Sanitary occupations to address these issues fell within two distinct 
classes. One, constituting civil engineers and medical doctors, involved 
individuals with formal educations who had established themselves 
as experts. These sanitarians, influenced by antebellum sanitarians 
such as Edwin Chadwick, Florence Nightingale, and Lemuel Shattuck, 
belonged to professional organizations such as the American Public 
Health Association, the American Society of Civil Engineers, and the 
American Society for Municipal Improvements (founded 1894 as ASMI, 
later renamed the American Society for Municipal Engineers). They 
employed scientific approaches to recommend public health measures. 
These professionals enjoyed great social prestige, using scientific meth-
ods to assess environment problems, developing reports, collecting sta-
tistics, and advising political leaders on how best to address pollution of 
the air, land, and water.20

These professionals frequently coordinated with civic associations 
composed of middle- and upper-class women (in many cases, the 
spouses of political and economic leaders) to define waste problems and 
offer prescriptive solutions. Women’s clubs often asked sanitary experts 
to conduct reports on urban pollution and then pressured city govern-
ment to act on the conclusions of the reports. The Women’s Health Pro-
tective Association of Brooklyn, New York, for example, could boast in 
1901 of getting the city to stop dumping garbage into the ocean (where 
it would wash up on and befoul the beach) and instead to incinerate 
household wastes. The association also instructed households on keep-
ing ash cans inside their properties rather than on sidewalks and advo-
cated for improvements in the plumbing of Brooklyn’s public schools.21

Jane Addams, founder of Chicago’s Hull-House, framed the urban 
waste problem in starkly moral terms: “In a crowded city quarter, 
if the garbage is not properly collected and destroyed, a tenement-
house mother may see her children sicken and die.” Therefore, keeping 
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the city clean was the duty of local authorities in consultation with 
sanitary experts.22

A second class of sanitary occupations involved a wide set of tasks 
handling waste materials. Some of the people involved were employ-
ees of municipal departments, others worked for private waste man-
agement businesses. Several waste-trading businesses were as small as 
one-person operations. Even those with as many as a dozen employ-
ees involved the proprietor handling waste materials along with the 
employees. Few of the people in these occupations received formal edu-
cations, and their work lacked the status of the sanitary professionals 
in the first class. Their operations were often scorned as nuisances and 
threats to public health; they were seen as dirty people performing dirty 
work. At times, these waste workers came into conflict with the sani-
tary experts and reformers seeking to remove harmful materials from 
residential areas.23

These two classes did not necessarily correlate to economic wealth, 
although those in the professional set tended to be more likely to grow 
up in conditions allowing them to experience formal educations. A 
fortunate few in the informal set established ownership of profitable 
waste handling businesses and became prosperous. Some became com-
munity leaders and philanthropists. The Dutch immigrant Harm Hui-
zenga arrived in Chicago during the 1893 Columbian Exposition. He 
soon established an incinerator ash hauling operation, growing it into 
a garbage-hauling business with his sons. This family business success-
fully expanded to handle garbage collection for municipalities across 
the United States (and eventually, worldwide). Waste Management, 
Inc., the largest waste handling corporation on Earth, began as a small 
immigrant-founded family business. The majority of people employed 
in the waste trades, however, did not grow wealthy, were not unionized, 
and were subjected to great risks on the job.24

As industrial society grew, so too did wastes and the business of 
waste management. Trade in old metals, textiles, rubber, and glass was 
not merely local but international, and a few enterprising waste traders 
amassed considerable wealth. Work sweeping streets, hauling garbage, 
and sorting discards became both the basis for successful businesses 
and a standard division of basic municipal services such as police, fire, 
and street maintenance. In 1909, the Census Bureau enumerated 22,560 



Searching for Order  |  61

individuals employed as street cleaners in cities with populations above 
30,000.25 The number of rag, junk, and scrap businesses listed in city 
directories grew steadily between the Civil War and World War I, then 
experiencing a major increase during the war as trade in scrap iron and 
steel rose to fuel war production.26

These economic developments were informed by new cultural 
constructions of hygiene. Native-born Americans expected to keep 
themselves clean and expected others to keep themselves clean as a 
matter of moral responsibility. Unclean people could spread cholera, 
typhoid, scarlet fever, or any number of contagious diseases, threaten-
ing the safety of all. A responsible individual had to bathe regularly, 
wear clean clothes, and keep a sanitary household. By the end of the 
nineteenth century, Progressive reformers and settlement-house work-
ers attempted to teach the urban poor and recent immigrants to adopt 
the rising American standards of hygiene, conflating cleanliness with 
American identity.27

Many new immigrants in this war against germs lacked the facilities 
to uphold hygienic standards as easily as people living in middle-class 
neighborhoods could. Upton Sinclair’s novel The Jungle shocked Ameri-
can readers with its depiction of the squalid living and working condi-
tions of Lithuanian meatpackers in Chicago’s stockyards. (Though what 
really disturbed the American people was Sinclair’s vivid descriptions 
of contaminants in the meat they purchased and ate rather than the de-
humanizing conditions the immigrants worked and lived in.) The dank 
Packingtown conditions contrasted with rising standards of living as 
Chicago’s middle class began living in newer houses further away from 
the crime of the city’s productive neighborhoods, leaving the housing 
by the stockyards to be filled by immigrants from Southern and East-
ern Europe. As of the 1920 Census, about half of the people living near 
the stockyards were foreign-born Europeans, and infant mortality in the 
area was estimated by one study to be double the rate of that in the more 
affluent Hyde Park neighborhood to the south.28

Progressive efforts to aid residents in befouled neighborhoods 
focused on the link between poor sanitation and death. Mary McDowell 
and Jane Addams founded settlement houses in Chicago in the 1890s, 
bringing in educated middle-class women to both acculturate working-
class residents and advocate on their behalf with the often apathetic 
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and corrupt city government. Reports on sanitary conditions aided 
the latter effort; in 1901, Chicago’s City Homes Association surveyed 
forty-four blocks of the city’s South Side, finding a high mortality rate 
owing to “the filthy and unpaved streets and alleys, to the dampness 
of the many lots the surfaces of which were below the street level, to 
the dilapidated and unsanitary frame houses, and to a dense and 
poverty-stricken population.”29

The cramped, filthy conditions new urban residents faced brought 
with them scorn by those who saw them as unwelcome contributors to 
the problem. Observing social conditions in New York City, the journal-
ist Jacob Riis summarized: “The once unwelcome Irishman has been 
followed in his turn by the Italian, the Russian Jew, and the Chinaman, 
and has himself taken a hand at opposition, quite as bitter and quite as 
ineffectual, against these later hordes.”30

Riis described the living conditions of the urban poor as miserable 
and unsanitary, as if the worst excesses of Jefferson’s European cities 
were multiplied. The tenements of New York City’s Lower East Side 
were packed with humanity in closer quarters than any London had 
experienced, and even the alleyways were crowded. “Through dark hall-
ways and filthy cellars, crowded, as is every foot of the street, with dirty 
children, the settlements in the rear are reached.”31

The War on Waste: Hazard

In order to address these concerns, cities drew upon the advances made 
in sanitary reforms in the 1850s and 1860s. One of the most important 
figures in post-war sanitary reforms was Col. George E. Waring, Jr. Prior 
to the war, Waring was a successful scientific agriculturalist in New York 
State, managing farms for Horace Greeley and Frederick Law Olmsted. 
Olmsted hired him to work as a drainage engineer in the construction 
of Central Park, after which Waring worked on a variety of drainage 
and sewerage projects nationwide until the outbreak of the Civil War. 
He joined the Union Army as a major and was commissioned a colonel 
in 1862. Waring left the military in 1865 to build drainage and sewerage 
systems in several communities in Massachusetts and New York.

Waring’s response to the yellow fever epidemics in Memphis, Tennes-
see, brought him to national prominence as a sanitary engineer. In 1878, 
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more than one-sixth of the city’s population died of the disease. In 1879, 
civic leaders repealed the city’s charter and established a commission to 
govern the city and rebuild its sanitary systems from scratch. Local and 
state officials invited the National Board of Health to investigate and 
make recommendations; Waring was one of the investigators invited. 
He proposed that Memphis build a sewer system to discharge house-
hold sewage on a regular basis while not handling stormwater (which 
would instead be handled by surface streets). Despite some opposition 
from local property owners and some engineers about the city paying 
for such a system, Waring’s plan gained sufficient support from the 
state legislature that Memphis had completed the new sewer by the 
end of 1881.

Waring’s success eliminating the source of diseases at a low cost 
meant other municipalities adopted his system in the 1880s and 1890s. 
In 1881 and 1883, Waring patented aspects of his Memphis System, 
created a company (the Drainage Construction Company), and mar-
keted his innovation to cities throughout the United States. Not only 
did attention to the Memphis System produce sewer contracts for War-
ing, it led to his 1895 appointment as street cleaning commissioner of 
New York City.

Waring was sent to New York City to both literally and figuratively 
clean up the town. By 1895, the Tammany Hall political machine had 
received such widespread scorn for corruption and doling out patronage 
jobs that, when reform mayor William L. Strong took office, he sought 
to appoint qualified professionals untainted by the machine to run city 
services. Thus, Theodore Roosevelt became police commissioner and 
Waring became street cleaning commissioner. Armed with a mandate to 
eliminate political cronies from sanitation jobs, Waring sought to instill 
an efficient military structure based upon the principles of sanitation as 
he understood them. Under Waring, New York City adopted the best 
sanitation methods attempted piecemeal throughout the country. War-
ing directed households to use a “primary separation” system in which 
garbage, rubbish, and ashes were kept in separate receptacles awaiting 
collection. The Street Cleaning Department could then easily use differ-
ent methods of disposal for the separate waste materials.

Waring used a variety of waste disposal methods, including dump-
ing wastes in the ocean, developing a reduction plant to extract value 
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from discards, and initiating the White Wings program to combat the 
horse manure and litter filling the city’s streets. Uniformed street sweep-
ers, working under close watch from supervisors, descended upon the 
streets with military precision. Dressed entirely in white to emphasize 
their role sanitizing the city, these workers drew positive attention to 
the city’s efforts, and citizens and newspapers remarked upon the new 
standards of cleanliness in New York’s streets.

George Waring’s accomplishments in Memphis and New York were 
adopted in part or in whole by cities across the United States. The sew-
age and drainage systems he implemented were intended to remove 
noxious odors, under the theory that miasmas produced epidemic dis-
eases. Sanitary experts working in the 1880s began to realize the pres-
ence of specific pathogenic organisms (bacteria), rather than miasmas, 
transmitted diseases. By 1900, public health professionals understood 
the “germ theory” of disease as the operating theory to implement effec-
tive measures against contagious diseases. A focus on bacteria rather 
than odor advanced water treatment and control of solid wastes.32

Identification of germs as the cause of disease led to a focus on sew-
age and garbage management at the expense of controlling industrial 
wastes. The historian Joel Tarr argues that because industrial wastes 
were toxic, rather than containing germs, public health authorities rea-
soned that, “from a purely pathogenic standpoint, their relation to sani-
tation is remote.” As cities worked to curb the dangers of germs, smoke 
continued to fill the air despite protests from reform groups, and indus-
trial wastes proliferated on the land and in the water.33

Exactly how these wastes were controlled and who was charged to 
control them varied from municipality to municipality. If waste was 
managed at all in the antebellum period, it was done so on a local level, 
and not by the federal or state governments. Private means of collecting 
some waste commodities such as rags and bones had existed as far back 
as the colonial era; however, the responsibility for collecting and dispos-
ing of garbage and sewage was not decided as a public or private matter 
as late as the 1890s.

Systems varied from town to town. The 1880 U.S. Census (the first 
census in which comprehensive urban statistics were compiled) reveals 
no national trend favoring one system over the other. In only 48 of 199 
cities surveyed was there a municipal system for collection and disposal 



65

“The ‘White Wings’ of New York at Work and on Parade.” Picture Collection, 
The Branch Libraries, The New York Public Library, Astor, Lenox, and Tilden 
Foundations.



66  |  Searching for Order

of garbage and ashes. Only 38 cities employed the contract system, while 
59 cities left the responsibility to private parties. Public municipal col-
lection tended to occur in larger cities with larger tax bases. Cities with 
populations over 30,000 were more likely to have a formal, citywide 
system of collection than did smaller cities. Furthermore, smaller cities 
were more likely to favor private collection than were larger cities.34

Municipalities could either contract the service by taking bids from 
private scavenging companies or establish a municipal service. Cities 
initially embraced the contract system as it required little or no capital 
outlay by the city, while still allowing for some municipal supervision. 
This arrangement encouraged the proliferation of private businesses to 
collect garbage, scavenge for scrap materials, cart incinerator ashes, and 
manage dumps. Such operations were increasingly profitable and also 
prone to corruption. Reformers in cities like Chicago and New York 
City attacked the contract system as corrupt and argued that municipal 
operation of services would effectively and efficiently reduce the haz-
ards of wastes in cities.35

Urban reformers championed sanitary reforms in the 1890s. Because 
air, land, and water pollution affected many or all urban residents, sev-
eral community protest movements developed to address pollution 
concerns. Two reactions to industrial capitalism emerged. One, which 
manifested in various ways as anarchism or socialism, sought to dis-
mantle the political and economic structures of industrial society. 
Actions to achieve these goals ranged from labor walkouts to assassi-
nation attempts (including several successful ones) on presidents and 
mayors, including President James Garfield’s 1881 killing by Charles 
Guiteau, President William McKinley’s 1901 killing by Leon Czolgosz, 
and Chicago Mayor Anton Cermak’s 1933 killing by Guiseppe Zangara 
(who intended to kill President-Elect Franklin D. Roosevelt). These 
killings, as well as labor uprisings by people with Southern and East-
ern European names, stoked fears of immigrants and the disorder they 
might bring to America.36

A second reaction sought to temper the worst ills of industrial cap-
italism while preserving the modern society it shaped. This Progres-
sive approach sought to reform social and environmental ills under 
the assumption that transparent, efficient systems would benefit the 
public and reduce the acute problems facing modern society. Business 
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leaders championed efficiency on the shop floor under the influence 
of Frederick Winslow Taylor, who stated in 1911 that “we can see and 
feel the waste of material things,” and “the need for greater efficiency is 
widely felt.”37

This ethos informed a political movement. Wisconsin Governor 
Robert LaFollette pioneered income tax collection and workers’ com-
pensation schemes. President Theodore Roosevelt battled trusts and 
advocated active regulation of businesses ranging from oil to foods 
and drugs. Sanitary engineers adopted the gospel of efficiency from 
Progressivism, and social reformers and civil groups embraced its 
moralistic rhetoric.

Allowing waste materials to collect endangered the public, especially 
vulnerable children. As the historian Martin Melosi puts it, “Primitive 
collection and disposal practices were signs of backwardness and bar-
barity; civilized societies were well kept and sanitary. One could hardly 
expect citizens to seek moral and material progress in a despoiled habi-
tat polluted by litter and disease-breeding refuse. In the broadest sense, 
filth bred chaos, while cleanliness promoted order.” As Americans tried 
to produce order from their rapidly changing lives and communities, 
effective waste collection was a crucial part of that effort.38

Fears of waste matter as a hazard continued, and many of the sani-
tary reforms recommended in the antebellum period that were imple-
mented during the Civil War were crucial in making urban society safer 
in the postbellum era. Sanitarians such as Waring developed methods of 
removing human waste, refuse, rubbish, and garbage from homes and 
neighborhoods. Sewers, water treatment facilities, garbage collection, 
and (after 1916) zoning were organizational and technological advance-
ments providing order to communities across the United States. These 
efforts won results. Between the Civil War and World War I, Ameri-
can cities reduced outbreaks of cholera, typhoid, malaria, yellow fever, 
whooping cough, and scarlet fever. (Other diseases, such as influenza 
and polio, were not so easily eradicated, remaining threats after 1920.) 
The American city in 1920 was demonstrably cleaner than it had been 
half a century earlier.

Hygienic reform did not stop at the private doorstep. As Suellen Hoy 
demonstrates in her book Chasing Dirt, American households and indi-
viduals also changed sanitary habits after the Civil War. Mass production 
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of soaps, as well as of clothing and household goods, made keeping one-
self and one’s house clean easier and more affordable in the early twen-
tieth century. Magazines such as Good Housekeeping instructed women 
on proper hygienic practices; often the sanitary engineers who devel-
oped public works systems also doled out advice to women on keeping 
a sanitary home.39

The War on Waste: Inefficiency

At the same time, the expansion of industrial capitalism and its quest 
for profit brought new scrutiny to waste as inefficiency. Fears that west-
ward expansion and voracious industrial production might deplete the 
natural resources of the nation led to efforts in business and govern-
ment to wisely manage resources through conservation. Such efforts 
were not meant to attack industrial capitalism but improve it. President 
Theodore Roosevelt saw the fundamental problem facing the United 
States as the “problem of national efficiency, the patriotic duty of insur-
ing the safety and continuance of the Nation.”40

Scientific expertise informed the quest for efficient resource use. 
Frederick Winslow Taylor and Henry Ford revolutionized industrial 
production in part because they optimized time, labor, and materials 
used. Innovations included the assembly line and a vast increase in 
reclaiming wasted materials as well. Materials discarded because they 
were old, obsolete, or perhaps dirty had potential value as scrap or 
shoddy material in industrial production. Trades in cotton and linen 
rags emerged in the nineteenth century as paper manufacturers sought 
the materials for the pliable and durable paper into which they could be 
fashioned. The transatlantic rag trade flourished for most of the cen-
tury, slowly declining after the advent of cheap wood pulp allowed for 
more affordable paper manufacture after the 1880s.41

Metals, which could be remelted and refashioned, had been used in 
production for centuries; the biblical reference to fashioning swords 
from plowshares and plowshares from swords evidence of how mal-
leable and sturdy scrap metals could be. In the late nineteenth century, 
the United States became what historian Thomas J. Misa calls a nation 
of steel. Steel was the building block upon which skyscrapers were con-
structed, ships were built, railroads criss-crossed the continent, and 
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any manner of tools and machines were fashioned. Andrew Carnegie’s 
ascent from Scottish orphan to railroad inventory clerk to steel tycoon 
is but the most famous example of the amount of iron and steel cir-
culating in the United States — ​and the amount of money used to buy 
and sell that metal. Railroads, steel mills, and later, automobile manu-
facturers sought old metal, which was cheaper to acquire than mining 
virgin ore.42

The quest to salvage wasted materials brought a tension between 
waste as inefficiency and waste as hazard. Old rags could make paper; 
they could also harbor infectious diseases. Old metal could make new 
trains; it could also give handlers tetanus and puncture wounds. The 
dual identities of waste emerged as industrial capitalism transformed 
American society.

Industrial capitalism also reshaped the demography of American 
cities. Demand from factories for labor attracted millions of migrants 
from Europe, Mexico, and Asia as economic and political instability led 
many to leave their home countries.

The outbreak of World War I effectively sealed the borders to new 
immigrants, yet industry continued to require new pools of labor. They 
turned to migrants within the United States, especially people leaving 
rural areas for cities. Some came from the Midwest, but the South espe-
cially saw millions of migrants leave sharecropping for the prospect of 
work in the cities. Southern whites came to Detroit to work in the auto-
mobile industry, to Gary to work in steel, and to Chicago to work in 
meat. African Americans left the South in such large numbers that the 
exodus became known as the Great Migration. Between 1914 and 1920, 
the wave of migrants transformed black communities from New York 
City to San Francisco, utterly reshaping most of the new industrial cities 
of the Midwest (including Detroit, Pittsburgh, Cleveland, Chicago, and 
Saint Louis).43

The economy of the South evolved in a different way. Gone were the 
giant plantations, but cotton reigned supreme. Despite debate over eco-
nomic redistribution to freedmen, the economic order of the South saw 
vast inequities of wealth persist. The landed gentry retained their lands 
and loaned space upon them to small sharecropping farmers. In prac-
tice, this arrangement effectively tied labor to the land, burying farm-
ers in unsupportable debt. Sharecroppers’ situations worsened when 
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monocultural cultivation of cotton invited plagues of boll weevils that 
feasted on and destroyed the crops. Faced with ever-declining economic 
prospects in the fields, sharecroppers found themselves the subjects of 
appeals to move north as factory labor. Factories that had depended on 
immigrant labor for decades now saw the spigot of new foreign workers 
shut off owing to the war. Millions of sharecroppers, black and white, 
had new prospects.

These changes transformed the nation. In the 1920 Census of Popula-
tion, more Americans were enumerated as urban residents than rural 
residents. Progress in sanitation had combined with vast increases in 
employment capacity to make urban life compelling for a majority of 
the nation. A century after Thomas Jefferson’s death, his country had 
transformed from the yeoman farmer ideal to embrace urban industry.44

His fears of such an embrace were warranted. While a few individu-
als like Andrew Carnegie grew immensely wealthy, class inequalities 
became more dramatic than ever. While sanitary reforms made urban 
living possible, residents in working-class and poorer areas were more 
likely to be exposed to human and industrial wastes. Increases in pro-
duction capacity and population density concentrated wastes further.

Purity and Danger: “Redeemers” of White Supremacy

No understanding of the search for order between the Civil War and 
World War I is complete without discussing the Ku Klux Klan (KKK). 
This secret society’s purpose was to establish social order on the basis 
of white supremacy. Opportunities — ​be they new political rights for 
freedmen in the South or economic opportunities for millions of new 
immigrants in Northern cities — ​brought great insecurity and fear to 
those who had once enjoyed privileges and comfort and who were 
threatened by emancipation, by immigration, by industrialization, or 
by urbanization.

Approaches to alleviating this anxiety built upon appeals to tradi-
tion, but not a tradition of Jeffersonian Enlightenment ideals. The tra-
ditions that gave comfort in postbellum America were the scientific 
appeals to white supremacy that had evolved between 1820 and the 
Civil War. With slavery gone and pastoral society threatened by indus-
trial growth’s appeals to immigrant free labor, this noxious residue of 
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American racial history endured to shape a new chapter of American 
racial constructions.

The ways in which existing ideas of white supremacy endured were 
not merely a restoration of the antebellum era but a reaction against 
new and heightened fears. Fears of emancipated African Americans, 
fears of waves of new migrants, and fears of contagion produced new 
and qualitatively different stereotypes. These stereotypes in turn shaped 
new forms of racial inequalities.

Reconstruction, enforced by the Union Army, upended the political 
order of the South. Freedmen had access to the vote, and in a region 
dominated by Democratic politics, Republicans gained a foothold. 
Reconstruction brought the promise of social and economic change. 
The institution of slavery was no more. The large plantations remained, 
but whether they would be divided up among the freedmen, retained 
by the existing landowners, or otherwise redistributed was an open 
question in the early days of Reconstruction. The racial order was in 
flux; lower-class whites lay vulnerable to being considered equal to 
the freedmen.45

Southern white politicians castigated black suffrage as a fundamen-
tal threat. Reconstruction, declared South Carolina Governor Benja-
min Franklin Perry, would throw control of the South into the hands of 
“ignorant, stupid, demi-savage paupers.” North Carolina Whig leader 
William A. Graham believed enfranchising blacks would “roll back the 
tide of civilization two centuries at least.”46

Free, enfranchised blacks, politically, constituted the greatest threat 
to white Southerners. The success of plantation slavery had produced 
not only dependence on slaves for the economic order but a realiza-
tion that slaves were a large (if disparaged) segment of society in the 
region. In South Carolina, Mississippi, and Louisiana, the majority in 
each state of the population was black; Alabama, Florida, and Geor-
gia had populations almost 50 percent black, North Carolina and Vir-
ginia were about 40 percent black, and Arkansas, Tennessee, and Texas 
were approximately 25 percent black. In a democracy, these numbers 
boded ill for maintaining the racist order. Beyond the worries about 
black voting power, establishment whites feared the possibility that 
some whites might support blacks politically, leading to formidable 
political blocs. Because of this fear, “carpetbaggers” (migrants from the 
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North) and “scalawags” (native Southerners who cast their lot politically 
with the freedmen) found themselves subjected to a torrent of abuse 
by their Democratic opponents, an odium that persisted in the moral-
ity play of traditional Reconstruction historiography. The promise of a 
black-white Republican coalition was deeply upsetting to whites in the 
defeated Confederacy, and it was among the resentments that festered 
during Reconstruction.47

Black enfranchisement proved unpopular with Northern white vot-
ers as well. In the fall of 1867, the Democratic party made large gains 
in Union states in large part because of the question of what political 
power blacks would have. From Maine to California, Democrats gained 
ground dramatically, winning in New York by more than 50,000 votes, 
coming within 3,000 of electing Ohio’s governor and gaining control of 
the legislature, sweeping California, and reducing Republicans’ massive 
majorities of 1866 by three quarters.48

Race, then, was a highly divisive issue in the North as well as South, 
West as well as East, in the early years of Reconstruction. Emancipation 
had provided the potential for equality, but that potential met furious 
resistance in all corners of the newly unified nation. Issues of the vote, 
of access to education, property rights, rights in courts, and all of the 
rights of citizenship were hotly contested.

Fears ran rampant about the prospect of blacks and whites mar-
rying and what that meant to constructions of race. A factor in the 
Southern conception of racial purity was fear of sexual pollution, or 
miscegenation, characterizing the progeny of such unions as tainted. 
In 1869, the Georgia Supreme Court used scientific racism as a ratio-
nale for upholding the miscegenation law, proclaiming: “The amalga-
mation of the races is not only unnatural, but is always productive of 
deplorable results. Our daily observation shows us, that the offspring 
of these unnatural connections are generally sickly and effeminate, and 
that they are inferior in physical development and strength, to the full-
blood of either race.”49

The phrase, “of either race,” is crucial because it shows how badly 
judges wanted to reconcile the scientific goal of racial purity with the 
constitutional veneration of equality. The abstract ideal of racial purity, 
judges and legislators implied, might apply to people with black or white 
skin, or, for that matter, to indigenous Americans or people from Asia 
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(though it was primarily concerned with notions of distinct black and 
white races).50

The invention of the term “miscegenation” marked a new and highly 
significant turn in the longer history of the regulation of interracial 
marriage. Between 1864 and 1967, lawmakers and their supporters 
routinely called laws that banned interracial sex and marriage “anti-
miscegenation” laws; they did so in order to signal their belief that sex 
and marriage between people of different races was a distinctly different 
phenomenon than sex and marriage between people of the same race. 
The progeny of interracial unions were labeled various kinds of mon-
grels, mulattoes, quadroons, and octaroons, and crucially, their legal 
perception was on a par with their black ancestors rather than their 
white ancestors. The language of pollution had irrevocably tainted these 
Americans as too impure to be white.51

When judges who were charged with enforcing miscegenation laws 
had questions about racial categories, there were two obvious places to 
look for answers: the precise wording of the race definition laws passed 
by state legislatures and the authoritative expertise of race science. Anti-
miscegenation laws and the assumptions behind the word “miscege-
nation” itself all pointed to the idea of blacks as pollutants potentially 
staining white purity, which appeared to be self-evident.52

The obsessions with white supremacy in the South meant that the 
region’s Democratic party rapidly became devoted to one issue — ​
opposing Reconstruction and its threat to white supremacy. In a widely 
publicized letter written on the eve of the 1868 Democratic convention, 
vice presidential candidate Frank Blair argued that voting for the Dem-
ocratic ticket was a vote to restore the established order of the South. 
A Democratic president could achieve this by declaring Reconstruc-
tion state governments “null and void” and using the army to disperse 
them. This statement had immediate setbacks for the Democratic ticket 
in 1868, but the sentiments informed Democratic rhetoric over the 
next decade.

Blair subsequently stumped for this idea, proudly articulating white 
supremacy and assailing Republicans as damaging the established order 
of society. To Blair, Republicans had placed the South under the rule of 
“a semi-barbarous race of blacks who are worshippers of fetishes and 
polygamists” and longed to “subject the white women to their unbridled 
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lust.” Like Calhoun before him, Blair’s racist thinking was informed by 
reading contemporary scientific literature. In Blair’s case, his interpreta-
tion of Charles Darwin’s Origin of Species had only amplified his long-
standing fear of racial intermixing. Blair — ​in a reading that in no way 
expressed Darwin’s ideas on race — ​argued that miscegenation would 
reverse evolution, produce a less-advanced species incapable of repro-
ducing itself, and destroy “the accumulated improvement of the centu-
ries.” These were the convictions of the Democratic candidate for vice 
president of the United States in 1868.53

The Democratic party’s redefinition of itself as the political mecha-
nism for asserting white supremacy came at the same time that a secret 
society developed to assert white supremacy by force. Founded in 1866 
as a Tennessee social club, the Ku Klux Klan had spread into nearly 
every Southern state within two years, launching a “reign of terror” 
against Republican leaders black and white. Although largely confined 
in 1868 to Piedmont counties where whites outnumbered blacks, vio-
lence in Georgia and Louisiana spread into the heart of the Black Belt 
(that portion of the South dominated by plantation agriculture where 
millions of African Americans lived and worked).54

The Klan, dressed in white hoods and robes, terrorized African 
Americans from exercising their rights as citizens and intimidated sym-
pathetic whites.  In some areas, armed whites prevented blacks from 
voting in the 1868 presidential election, although systemic disenfran-
chisement of Southern blacks would not be complete until the turn of 
the century as Jim Crow laws and terror campaigns gradually denied the 
ballot to blacks across the region.

The Klan attempted to intimidate blacks from voting, holding office, 
becoming economically prosperous, or even getting educated. Insti-
tutions like churches and schools, embodiments of black autonomy, 
frequently became targets. “Nearly every colored church and school-
house” in the Tuskegee area was burned during the fall of 1870. Female 
teachers were attacked as well as male, and white as well as black educa-
tors were victimized.55

This terrorist activity was in the mainstream of Southern society. 
Over the years, the Ku Klux Klan flourished in rural and urban areas, 
with community leaders frequently being members. This arrangement 
was without shame for decades; only in the late twentieth century would 
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the U.S. senator from West Virginia Robert Byrd be compelled to apolo-
gize for his membership in the organization. The Klan was mainstream 
in many pockets of American life, a purifying force bent on restoring 
the racist order of slave society.56

The Klan had varying waves of popularity, with a resurgence after the 
turn of the century. Writers and entertainers romanticized the Klan as 
redeemers of an older, white social order. Thomas Dixon, Jr., popular-
ized this image in his plays and films. The North Carolinian, born in 
1864 and raised during Reconstruction, was furious at a performance of 
the abolitionist play Uncle Tom’s Cabin. It inspired his book The Leop­
ard’s Spots: A Romance of the White Man’s Burden, 1865 – ​1900, an unapol-
ogetic championing of the antebellum racial order enduring under the 
imposition of reconstruction after the war. This book became an instant 
best-seller upon its 1902 publication, and Dixon followed it with 1905’s 
The Clansman: An Historical Romance of the Ku Klux Klan and 1907’s 
The Traitor: A Story of the Rise and Fall of the Invisible Empire.

These books demonized abolitionists and compared black men to 
animals. If in the 1840s John Calhoun’s rationale for slavery was a benev-
olent paternalism, Dixon’s interpretation of emancipation was, as Eric 
Foner puts it, the story of “the southern black man’s innate bestiality and 
bloodlust.” Once free of that paternal guidance of their white masters, as 
Foner characterizes Dixon’s narrative, African American men reverted 
to “their primitive evolutionary state, subjecting southern whites to an 
incessant reign of terror.” The greatest fear in this reign of terror was the 
sexual subjugation of white women by black men, who, unable to con-
trol primitive urges, became rapists. Sexual pollution remained an acute 
anxiety of white supremacists.57

The only defenders against this threat in Dixon’s narrative were the 
white-robed crusaders of the Ku Klux Klan, redeeming the white race 
and purifying the South from Northern tyranny and black sexual vio-
lence. The Klan’s reputation among self-identified whites was, far from 
being agents of terror, as a collection of noble knights representing an 
old and beloved social order. In this characterization, all the KKK’s 
actions were not only justified but heroic, as the organization defended 
whiteness against, initially, freed African Americans in the South and 
whites sympathetic to their cause, then expanding to threats from the 
new immigrants (Anglo-Saxon Protestants excepted).
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Dixon’s romantic view of the Klan gained an even wider audience 
when the filmmaker D. W. Griffith released The Birth of a Nation in 
1915. A breakthrough in long-form cinema that held the box-office 
record in the United States for decades, The Birth of a Nation repro-
duced this heroic image of the Klan as redeemers of a lost and noble 
South against the threat of animalistic black terror. President Wood-
row Wilson championed this view. The former president of Princeton 
University had already moved to resegregate the federal workforce after 
the Progressive hiring practices by Presidents Roosevelt and Taft. An 
unapologetic white supremacist, Wilson was quoted in Griffith’s film, 
adding legitimacy to the racist imagery Griffith presented. The Birth 
of a Nation was not simply a regional phenomenon in the South; it was 
a film that drew audiences in the urban and rural areas of the North 
as well. The KKK in the early twentieth century, as the historian Ken-
neth Jackson notes, developed followings in cities and became espe-
cially widespread in the state of Indiana. According to estimates from 
within the Klan, the 1924 distribution of chapters throughout the nation 
was about 40 percent in the region of Indiana, Illinois, and Ohio (with 
about an equal number below the Mason-Dixon line). The redeemers 
of white supremacy were not only popular in the former slave states but 
also throughout the country.58

The images of a mass of angry whites “heroically” menacing a cower-
ing African American victim were reproduced not only in books and 
films but also in the mass-market newspapers expanding their reach 
into American households. Representations of African Americans in 
newspaper cartoons became more dehumanized, strengthening visual 
stereotyping. The cartoonist William Marriner’s popular Sambo and His 
Funny Noises ran in newspapers between 1905 and 1914, exposing read-
ers to the character’s crude dialect, wide eyes, and supposed insensitivity 
to the rain of violent acts white characters inflicted upon him. Adver-
tisements of smiling, servile African Americans for products, such as 
the smiling Rastus for Cream of Wheat and Aunt Jemima, introduced 
during the 1893 World’s Fair, became popular during this time.59

These popular images contributed to the dehumanization of African 
Americans amid an increasingly hostile cultural, political, economic, 
and social climate. Racial lynchings became more common in the 
1890s and increased further after the turn of the century. The terrorist 
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violence of the Klan was important in maintaining white supremacy 
in the century after the Civil War, with the Klan gaining popularity 
at times when white supremacy was challenged. The Klan’s focus on 
whiteness as purity, and the organization’s image as redeemers of the 
appropriate social order, gave it a powerful rationale as being socially 
sanitary, ensuring people were in their appropriate places. Klan publica-
tions boasted that the KKK was “an American organization” in which 
immigrants were not welcome, a “Gentile organization” in which Jews 
(or even non-Protestant Christians) were not welcome, and “a white 
man’s organization” asserting the supremacy of “the White Race.”60 At 
a time when fears of disorder upended American society, the Ku Klux 
Klan sought to restore order. While the concept of a pure white race was 
illusory, the organization’s tactics were effective at subjugating people 
deemed impure.

The Klan’s goals were consistent with a series of racist laws enacted in 
Southern states after the compromise of 1877 effectively ended Recon-
struction. Over the next two decades, states developed patterns of 
racially restrictive laws. Crucially, the U.S. Supreme Court upheld sev-
eral of these key laws, most famously the decision in Plessy v. Ferguson 
(1896) that established the “separate but equal” justification for segre-
gation. This legal basis of racial discrimination shaped the approaches 
Southern states took to restrict access to train cars, hospitals, schools, 
restaurants by race and to otherwise racially reshape the spaces of life in 
the South. Black people were deemed out of place in a variety of public 
accommodations in the former Confederacy.61

Purity and the Search for Order

At the end of The Search for Order, Robert Wiebe concludes that, after a 
long period of turmoil in the late nineteenth century, the United States 
had “in a general sense .  .  . found its direction early in the twentieth 
century.”62 Indeed, the methods of addressing fear and insecurities con-
cerning the vast political and economic upheavals after the Civil War 
led to a clear direction by 1920. Some aspects of this direction, including 
the construction of the most effective sanitary systems the nation had 
seen, had started to overcome the acute hazards of waste in cities. Other 
aspects were more troubling, including a renewed valuation of white 
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supremacy across the country. If upholding the notion of white suprem-
acy had roots in the antebellum period, postbellum whiteness would be 
constructed, described, and maintained in new, disturbing ways reflect-
ing the dominant concerns of an industrializing society. The Klan’s tac-
tics and iconography were extreme, but the ideas informing them were 
in the mainstream of a newly toxic attitude about race in the United 
States. That attitude, conflating sanitation and white identity, informed 
every sector of society and proved difficult to undermine or remove.
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“How Do You Make Them So Clean and White?”

The Ku Klux Klan (KKK) was the most visible and extreme representa-
tion of white supremacy in the years after the Civil War. The KKK cast 
white identity as purity, mingling with Christian iconography to ensure 
white supremacy in elected office, in economic relations, and in sexu-
ality. The KKK was only the most extreme version of this racial con-
struction. State legislatures wrote miscegenation laws that based public 
health on white purity at risk of pollution, and assumptions that white-
ness and purity were intertwined dominated white culture.

The politicization of biology extended beyond sexuality to produce 
newly corrosive explanations of skin color in the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries. In high and low culture alike, Americans 
identifying as white found new ways to justify subjugating non-white 
people in keeping with the explanations of racism in John C. Calhoun’s 
time. These justifications shared the Klan’s obsession with purity to con-
flate white identity with sanitation at a time when the language and sci-
ence of sanitation were lauded as saving American civilization.

Reconstructing Whiteness

Whiteness suffered two blows in the wake of the Civil War. Abolition of 
slavery appeared to dismantle the rationale for white identity that had 
developed in the South. Mass immigration from Europe, Latin Amer-
ica, and Asia challenged nativist white identity throughout the United 
States. Reconstruction offered the potential of a more egalitarian society 
in keeping with some of the ideals Thomas Jefferson espoused. Freed 
slaves might own property, vote, and hold office. The influx of new 
immigrants threatened to further reshape the nation as a multi-hued, 
multi-cultural society.1

This idea terrified many Americans who had come of age in a soci-
ety that asserted white privilege. If the initial period of Reconstruction 
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offered greater political and economic opportunity to African Ameri-
cans, it also produced a reaction championing white supremacy. In all 
walks of life, from Harvard and University of Wisconsin professors 
espousing eugenics to Klansmen intent on “redeeming” the racial order 
of the antebellum South through terror, Americans redefined whiteness 
by linking skin color to cleanliness in the years after Lee’s surrender 
at Appomattox.

Even as racial purity was challenged by the new political order; con-
cerns over purity continued to shape the way Americans perceived 
their cities. In these dense settlements, the notion of purity had pub-
lic safety concerns. By 1900, American cities were crowded like never 
before. New York City, Philadelphia, and Boston were far more densely 
populated than they had been just fifty years earlier. Chicago had been 
a small backwater on the edge of Lake Michigan when incorporated 
in 1833; in 1893 its progress as an industrial and transportation center 
had vaulted it to the status of “City of the Century,” with a workforce 
of millions manning its modern mills, railroads, grain elevators, and 
slaughterhouses. Chicago’s growth was so rapid in those sixty years that 
it was chosen to host the Columbian Exhibition, where observers pre-
dicted that the city’s population would exceed fifty million by 1930. Such 
a number was unimaginable before the Civil War; the rapid urbaniza-
tion of American society in the wake of heavy industrial development 
had led Americans to live in quarters more cramped than their grand-
parents could imagine. In such an environment, a cough by one person 
could quickly be shared by thousands.2

Pollution and Purity

The racialization of hygiene produced tensions within racial categories. 
Although this process was meant to secure white supremacy, within 
whiteness lay deep insecurities. “White trash,” an insult used to mar-
ginalize poor Americans of Western European heritage, emerged in 
the 1820s but became especially widespread after the Civil War. This 
construction allowed the wealthy plantation class to maintain contrasts 
with poor farmers during Reconstruction. Adding the word “trash” 
to an individual’s racial identity threatened to remove the power and 
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privileges of whiteness. It was used to demean individuals convicted of 
drunkenness or theft in newspapers from Georgia to Oregon.3

A Michigan newspaper used the slur to increase poor whites’ racial 
insecurity. The Jackson Citizen Patriot in 1886 declared: “The laboring 
men of the North have no desire to be reduced to the condition of the 
‘poor white trash’ of the South, who were despised and ridiculed by the 
colored slaves.”4 The threat of marginalization at or below the level of 
blacks compelled poor whites to engage in the rhetoric of white suprem-
acy even in areas that did not have large African American populations. 
Such insecurity may explain why Robert Byrd’s participation in West 
Virginia’s Ku Klux Klan and opposition to desegregating the military in 
the 1940s advanced his political career.5

Within African American society, the politics of skin color could 
become inverted. A new insult against lighter-skinned African Ameri-
cans emerged in the late nineteenth century that appropriated the most 
dangerously dirty material in racial terms in order to demean people 
of lighter-colored skin: “shit-colored nigger.” A vicious insult, equating 
a human’s skin with excrement. The legendary jazz musician Charles 
Mingus heard it often from other children on the streets of Watts, Cali-
fornia, during the Depression. Years later, he remembered (writing in 
the third person) that “they loved to crowd around and torment him, 
kicking at his cello, feigning punches, calling him sissy, Mama’s boy and 
schitt-colored nigger till they finally made him cry.”6

Born to parents of African, Chinese, English, and Swedish descent 
in 1922, Mingus internalized the scorn of his skin color. His memoir 
Beneath the Underdog is littered with the phrase “schitt-colored nigger,” 
sometimes accompanied by the modifier “half-ass yella phony.” Even 
after a career composing and performing some of the most elegant, 
sophisticated music of the twentieth century, the man was tormented by 
the taunts of his youth.7

If Mingus’s spelling of the word “schitt” was unique, his experience 
unfortunately was not. By the time he tried to avoid the Watts gang, 
the insult “shit-colored” had become a way for dark-skinned African 
Americans to belittle light-skinned African Americans who may have 
had Irish or Mexican or Italian or Jewish heritage. The historian Henry 
Louis Gates recalled in his memoir that members of his own family 
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(who, he noted, qualified as octoroons, an attempt at precisely measur-
ing the percentage of black blood versus white blood in a Louisianan) 
heard the term from other people. The insult became an informal mea-
sure of racial purity among African Americans.8

The journey that led these Americans to hear their skin compared 
to the most foul material commonly produced by humans involved the 
central assumptions behind racial purity between the Civil War and 
World War II. On Watts street corners, in Klan meetings, in some of the 
most acclaimed literature of the age, and in the halls of Ivy League uni-
versities, associating “impure” skin with pollution became the norm. If 
the insults Mingus heard promoted a form of blackness, they came from 
a process that reaffirmed white identity. This process, though rooted 
in the existing inequities of antebellum America, was a product of new 
concerns and insecurities that developed after the Civil War.

In this context, the insult “shit-colored” had deadly ramifications; 
having one’s skin compared to potentially infectious waste was on a par 
with being called a leper. Your own biology betrayed you, marking you 
as a contaminant to the surrounding community. Young Charles Min-
gus did not literally believe his skin was infectious as excrement, but the 
insult stained his soul, leaving scars evident even when he was one of 
the most accomplished musicians in the world.

The hygienic connotations of that insult was not limited to urban 
areas. Urbanization was more intense in the North than South; though 
the slaves had been emancipated, the economic focus of the region 
remained agricultural production of cotton, now by sharecroppers 
working planter’s lands. Still, the conflation between dark skin and filth 
was ever present. The conflation was fiction. No matter that African 
Americans regularly used soap and washcloths. No matter that African 
Americans established educational institutions that instructed students 
on hygienic practices that were more advanced that what many middle-
class white people undertook in advocating the use of “Bible, bath, and 
broom.” The conflation of dark skin color with dirt had become racist 
common sense.9

The assumption transcended geographic and political divides in 
America, a statement that could be made about precious few things in 
the 1880s and 1890s. When we tell American history of this period, we 
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often do so with a bifurcated model. The historian James Grossman 
argues that Wiebe’s model of a search for order is one of two frame-
works — ​the other presented by Grace Elizabeth Hale in 1998 — ​that 
historians have developed to understand how the North and South 
modernized between the Civil War and Warren G. Harding’s “return 
to normalcy” in 1920. Progressivism, argues Wiebe, was the ideologi-
cal and political expression of a middle class engaged in a “search for 
order” amid heavy industrialization and urbanization. Grossman notes 
that Hale, in her book Making Whiteness, identifies a Southern version 
of that quest. “Making whiteness” through the construction of a “culture 
of segregation” enabled white Southerners simultaneously to identify 
their place in a modernizing nation and to fix the place of increasingly 
disorderly African Americans within the region.”10

Grossman’s framework equating Wiebe’s search for order in North-
ern society, economics, and institutions with the Southern construction 
of white supremacy neatly placed two of the defining characteristics of 
postbellum American society on parallel tracks divided by the Mason-
Dixon line. If this dichotomy appears to provide a useful shorthand for 
the dynamics of American history, it threatens an artificial cleavage of 
the nation. In both the North and South, substantial attempts to reshape 
American society between 1865 and 1920 included attempts to rational-
ize the space and race of the nation across regions using race as the 
basis for creating order. The actual processes of reordering the Ameri-
can labor force and residential patterns are the subjects of the following 
two chapters; the rest of this chapter is concerned with how the idea of 
a white race became conflated with the ultimate standard in hygiene.

The racialized search for order was not simply one that produced 
a Southern “culture of segregation” (as Hale puts it), but one in which 
those considered white throughout the nation were granted particu-
lar privileges, including economic opportunity, legal rights, and con-
sideration among eugenic advocates as the most advanced, intelligent, 
cultured, and generally superior race. Above all, in both the North 
and South, the search for racial order after emancipation took place 
in a context in which the urbanizing nation grappled with a search for 
hygienic order freeing the nation’s communities from the specter of 
epidemic disease.11
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The New Sanitary Order

Attempts to rid the cities of miasmas and plagues produced a new class 
of sanitary engineers. The accomplishments of the sanitary engineers 
were substantial in both the immediate and long term after the Civil 
War. Col. George E. Waring’s sanitary reforms in Memphis and New 
York City led to a period of civic improvements across the nation. 
Engineers reversed the flow of the Chicago River, allowing the rap-
idly expanding city of the century to continue to use Lake Michigan 
for drinking water as excrement made its way southwest away from the 
population. Between the Civil War and World War II, sanitary engi-
neers purified drinking water, devised ways to control smoke in the air, 
regulate solid wastes, and, above all, make the cities safer, cleaner places 
to live. Their efforts were dramatically successful; urban infant mortal-
ity rates declined despite urban growth. The United States becoming 
a majority urban nation by 1920, which would not have been possible 
without reducing the hazards of late nineteenth-century urban life.

Sanitary engineers developed institutions, including trade associa-
tions and publications, to proliferate their technological and manage-
rial systems. A few, such as Waring and Raymond Tucker, achieved 
measures of fame after performing miracles that cleaned the land, air, 
and water of entire cities. Tucker’s perceived effectiveness managing 
the city of St. Louis’s smoke control measures led to his election as that 
city’s mayor.12

Aside from the engineers trained to develop sanitary systems, maga-
zines and books instructed middle-class homemakers on how to keep 
a clean home. If immigrants were dirty, assimilation involved cleaning 
them up. Progressives, including the women who worked in urban set-
tlement houses, attempted to civilize new immigrants by teaching them 
English, American cultural customs, and modern hygienic practices. 
The project was urgent and immediate, for a filthy home was the home 
of diseased, inferior people. Mothers had to be taught cleanliness, else 
they be blamed for corrupting their families with dirt.

Jane Addams had been instructed in the value of hygiene as a young 
student at the Rockford Female Seminary in the late 1870s, where she 
learned that “the consciousness of clean linen” was “close to the con-
sciousness of a clean conscience.”13 Taking that wisdom from Rockford 
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to Halsted Street on the West Side of Chicago, Addams established a 
curriculum at Hull-House to teach Eastern and Southern European 
women to do away with heavy drapes and rugs in favor of more aus-
tere décor. Hardwood floors were easier to sweep than thick carpets. 
Light white curtains collected less dust than thick drapes did. Addams 
instructed the neighborhood’s women not only to sweep their own 
doorways and keep their own houses clean but also to help keep the city 
clean. In a working-class neighborhood where garbage collection was 
not consistent, Addams advocated residents taking sanitary reform into 
their own hands.14

These lessons were taken to heart by her students. When new immi-
grant women hung white curtains in industrial communities, they were 
claiming respectability and hope. Visiting Braddock and Homestead, 
Pennsylvania (two industrial towns on the edges of the Smoky City 
itself, Pittsburgh), the labor journalist Mary Heaton Vorse noted that 
working-class immigrant women made time out of their busy days to 
stop working and “attempt this decency” of hanging white curtains.15

Race and Dirt

Addams supposed that the new immigrants could be reformed and 
assimilated into American standards of hygiene. Not every observer 
felt that the newcomers could be reformed. Several experts, some self-
appointed, others legitimized by academia and the marketplace, referred 
to skin darker than pale yet lighter than brown as “dusky,” indicating the 
inhabitants of this skin were less than white and innately, biologically, 
less than clean. Racial terms like “greaser” and “sheenie” became com-
mon insults by the 1920s. These terms presupposed that Italians, Mexi-
cans, and Jews had greasier, oilier skin and hair and that this condition 
was somehow a biological fact.16

Such a classification put these people perilously close to the status 
of African Americans by 1890, leaving them vulnerable to violence 
and marginalization. Some of these justifications came from the most 
learned corners of society. Academics created new pseudoscientific dis-
ciplines to confirm racist assumptions that blacks were intellectually 
and morally inferior to whites.17 Above all, the rationale for these clas-
sifications was based in a deep sexual anxiety. If blacks were biologically, 
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morally, and intellectually inferior to whites, any attempts by blacks and 
whites to interbreed would, in effect, be polluting to the white race. Par-
ticularly in the South, this worry led to bans on interracial marriage and 
the establishment of separate “but equal” accommodations that ran the 
spectrum from drinking fountains to hospitals. Fear of racial contami-
nation shaped laws, behaviors, and space.

If black people were pollutants, dusky people were as well. The new 
immigrants from Southern and Eastern Europe may not have been 
black, with the stigma blackness had in a society that equated it first 
with bondage and then with filth, but neither were they white. With 
these biological markers of grime and grease, it was unclear at the turn 
of the century how they might achieve whiteness, rather than (as the 
historian David Roediger puts it) their “inbetween” racial identity.18

The implicit assumption of these lessons was that sanitation was a 
necessary requirement of American identity. Assimilated immigrants 
internalized this virtue, evident in the transformational rhetoric 
attached to the Statue of Liberty. The inscription is “The New Colossus,” 
written by the poet Emma Lazarus, herself the descendant of Jewish 
immigrants, writing in celebration of the statue arriving in New York in 
1883 as a beacon to newcomers: “Give me your tired, your poor, / Your 
huddled masses yearning to be free, / The wretched refuse of your teem-
ing shore.” Lazarus implied that America would transform this refuse 
into vigorous, prosperous, and clean Americans. The sentiment reso-
nated with the symbolism of the statue enough that in 1903 the poem 
was engraved on the statue, welcoming the millions who entered the 
United States through New York City.

Academic Racism

Less optimistic perspectives on the place of new immigrants filled the 
halls of the United States’s most prestigious universities. New immi-
grants were characterized as pollutants threatening American purity, 
rather than as raw materials just waiting for the transformative power of 
Americanization, in both sociological and biological disciplines by the 
turn of the century. The sociologists John R. Commons and Edward Als-
worth Ross — ​among the elites of their discipline — ​saw the new immi-
grants as racial inferiors to native-born whites. Ross, in his book The 
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Old World in the New (published on the eve of World War I), laid out 
a complex and occasionally contradictory classification scheme for the 
newcomers to American shores. On the differences between Jews from 
different parts of Europe, Ross claimed that the type of Jew depended 
upon the region, with Roumanian Jews being of “a high type” and 
Jews from Galicia (a Eastern European region currently in Poland and 
Ukraine) being the lowest: “Besides the Russian Jews we are receiving 
large numbers from Galicia, Hungary, and Roumania. The last are said 
to be of a high type, whereas the Galician Jews are the lowest,” people 
whose town “is but a hideous nightmare of dirt, disease, and poverty.”19

At times Ross argued that such misery was based in innate biology; 
elsewhere he allowed for the potential of the immigrant’s condition to 
improve with a better environment. Intimating that hygiene is learned 
and not innate, when discussing Italian copper miners in the South-
west, he wrote that “at first the Italians live on bread and beer, never 
wash, wear the same filthy clothes night and day, and are despised. After 
two or three years they want to live better, wear decent clothes, and be 
respected.”20 In contrast, he observed that Slavs seemed to be “immune” 
to the dirt that “would kill a white man,” so Slavic men and women did 
the dirty jobs Americans were unable or unwilling to do. Dirty people, 
in this construction, were simultaneously degenerate and physically 
robust, allowing whites to justify passing unpleasant yet necessary work 
off to new immigrants who were “biologically” suited for it.

In industrial society, such people were necessary. “If it wasn’t for 
the Slavs,” Ross quoted the superintendents of the Mesabi Mines, “we 
couldn’t get out this ore at all, and Pittsburgh would be smokeless. You 
can’t get an American to work here unless he runs a locomotive or a 
steam-shovel. We’ve tried it; brought ’em in, carloads at a time, and they 
left.” When Ross asked about raising their pay, the superintendents 
replied, “No, it’s not a matter of pay. Somehow Americans nowadays are 
n’t any good for hard or dirty work.”21 Ross’s distinction of Slavs from 
whites was by no means unique, nor was his assumption that Slavs could 
handle dirt far better than whites could. Such distinctions would have 
important consequences for labor markets during the Progressive Era.22

Whether the differences were biological or environmental, Ross was 
consistent in one conclusion: Whites from Northern Europe were clearly 
superior in intellect, culture, and physical form to any other people on 
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earth: “That the Mediterranean peoples are morally below the races of 
northern Europe is as certain as any social fact.” Here Ross implies that 
a certain evolution took place for the white people, noting that at one 
point in history they were “dirty, ferocious barbarians.” However, even 
in this primitive state, the proto-whites were still superior to the Medi-
terranean immigrants Ross witnessed in the early twentieth century. For 
Ross these forerunners of white Americans, “these blondes,” were truth-
ful, and whether it was pride, superior ethics, or inability to creatively 
invent falsehoods, “something has held them back from the nimble 
lying of the southern races.”23

By the turn of the twentieth century, a racial hierarchy in which 
white skin denoted the most advanced evolution of mankind was in 
place. In 1903, the same year “The New Colossus” was engraved on the 
Statute of Liberty, the director of the Baugh Institute of Anatomy, Dr. 
Edward Anthony Spitzka, published a long treatise on brain size and 
form in “men of eminence,” commenting that “the jump from a Cuvier 
or a Thackeray to a Zulu or a Bushman is not greater than from the lat-
ter to the gorilla or the orang.” A racial hierarchy had emerged in which 
darker skin meant lower levels on the evolutionary scale, and compar-
ing non-white peoples to dirty animals and dirt itself was common.24

Popular Constructions of Race and Hygiene

The corrosive effects of the assumptions about waste and race were 
already evident in the early twentieth century. Definitions of race and 
cleanliness used by working-class residents became charged, as new 
immigrants attempted to distance themselves from African Americans. 
Living in 1930s Connecticut, a Slovak woman in a neighborhood where 
black and white children often played together confessed to a researcher 
her worries about how associating with African Americans might make 
her children vulnerable to charges of being as filthy:

I always tell my children not to play with the nigger people’s children, 
but they always play with them just the same. I tell them that the nigger 
children are dirty and that they will get sick if they play. I tell them they 
could find some other friends that are Slovaks just the same. This place 
now is all spoiled, and all the people live like pigs because the niggers 
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they come and live her with the decent white people and they want to 
raise up their children with our children. All people are alike — ​that’s 
what God says — ​but just the same it’s no good to make our children play 
with the nigger children, because they are too dirty.25

The Slovak woman’s religious upbringing could not overcome the 
explicit racial definitions of hygiene she had learned in the United 
States. God was now subservient to fear of contamination in her life as 
an American attempting to figure out her family’s place in society.

Marketing Racism

Whether in the ivory tower or the working-class street, the rhetoric 
and imagery of hygiene became conflated with a racial order that made 
white people pure and anyone who was not white, dirty. A crucial con-
cept in this reasoning was the idea that white skin was pure. The notion 
of purity was central in advertising during this period — ​purity in soaps 
and purity in food. Purity was synonymous with health and with reli-
ability, and advertisers could convince the public that their products 
were safe and reliable with declarations of purity.

The idea of purity was an obsession as manufacturing and distrib-
uting processes divorced consumers from seeing how the goods they 
purchased originated. For food, concerns about swill milk (from cows 
fed spent liquor mash, which was often adulterated and contaminated) 
and adulterated meat in the early part of the era lead to local, state, and 
federal regulation. These concerns were exacerbated in the first decade 
of the twentieth century, not least because of public revulsion to the 
meatpacking process described by Upton Sinclair in The Jungle. These 
concerns led to the Pure Food and Drug Act in 1906 — ​no question what 
the first word in the name of that populist legislation would be — ​and 
creation of the Food and Drug Administration. Pure foods and drugs 
were safe foods and drugs, allaying the concerns of worried consumers 
in an increasingly complex and bewildering society.26

Purity extended to the tools Americans could use against filth, 
including the toothbrush, household cleanser, and, above all, soap. 
Soap emerged as a potent weapon against dirt. Industrial development 
brought the masses many products at affordable prices, and soap was 
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no exception. In the years after the Civil War, several manufacturers in 
the United States marketed soaps on a national basis. Among these were 
companies still recognizable in the early twenty-first century, including 
Proctor & Gamble, the makers of Ivory Soap. Less recognizable man-
ufacturers to our eyes included the nationally distributed products of 
Kirkman & Sons, Soapine, and Lautz Brothers.

All of these firms engaged in print advertising in the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries. The marketing of soap, like that of many 
products, grew increasingly visual between 1865 and the end of the cen-
tury. As magazines and newspapers proliferated, growing larger and 
longer in circulation, the number of black and white and (more often in 
magazines) color illustrations in their pages increased.27

Manufacturers also used the U.S. mail to send advertisements out, 
often in the form of small cards and pamphlets. The archivist Fath Davis 
Ruffins, who oversaw the organization of hundreds of these advertise-
ments for the National Museum of American History, observed that 
advertisers felt greater license to use humor in these targeted advertise-
ments (as opposed to placement in magazines, which might be read by 
a broader audience), and the humor displayed in the soap cards reflects 
tropes in both regional and national humor.28

Many of the cards display comic scenes unrelated to the function of 
the product. Some poke fun at children, others use caricatures based 
on people’s appearance. Of the latter, caricatures of Jews, Indians, Irish-
men, Asians, African Americans, bald men, fat women, and Southern 
Europeans are common. Many products, such as the Gold Dust line of 
cleansers, employed African American caricatures as logos. The Gold 
Dust Twins were two young African American boys, naked from the 
waist up, pitch black in appearance, who “did the work for you” in 
cleaning floors, kitchenware, and other household goods. Other racial 
stereotypes used as logos included Indians and Chinese for laundry.

Grace Elizabeth Hale does not ignore the soap advertisements in 
her history of the South. She notes that these ads were early innova-
tions using black skin to boast of their products’ effectiveness; the 
advertisements, however, were well within mainstream claims about 
race and hygiene at the end of the nineteenth century, as closer 
inspection reveals.29
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Much of the racial illustrations in the advertisements are not remark-
able in and of themselves; they were present in much humor and adver-
tising of the age, and the unpleasant caricatures (large-lipped African 
Americans, slant-eyed Asian Americans, hook-nosed Jewish Ameri-
cans) are as predictable as they are offensive to twenty-first-century 
eyes. An important subset of the advertisements, however, went beyond 
these stereotypes to explicitly racialize dirt. Several soap companies in 
the 1890s conflated the words “clean” and “white.” Proctor & Gamble’s 
marketing of Ivory Soap boasted of it being 99 44/100 percent pure 
white soap, and long into the twentieth century, its advertisements con-
sistently emphasized the white color and its almost absolute purity: The 
sallowness of “smoky city” complexions (a problem long after Trollope 
left Pittsburgh, after which he presumably was able to wash the soot 
off of his skin), the advertisements maintained, “usually results not 
from ill health, or bad blood, but from dirt and can only be dispelled 
by the regular application of a pure soap,” and Ivory “has no equal, on 
account of its absolute purity.” It was so pure that it claimed to remove 
tan and freckles.30

“Me Wash-ee all Clean-ee, Me use-ee Soapine-ee.” Warshaw Collection of Business 
Americana — ​Soap, Archives Center, National Museum of American History, Smithso-
nian Institution, Washington, DC.
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Often its advertisements featured a young woman’s face with smooth, 
milky white skin. Frequently, Ivory ads employed blonde, blue-eyed 
children, as did other soap companies’ ads, including a Lautz Broth-
ers campaign featuring the fair-skinned “Snow Boy.” In a 1900 ad titled 
“Envy,” a dozen black cats sat around staring at a white cat sitting next to 
a washtub with a floating bar of Ivory. The lucky white cat was fortunate 
enough the wash the black away.31

Similar to the Ivory Girl was the Fairy Girl, an icon for Fairbanks’s 
Fairy Soap. An 1898 booklet promoting the soap featured a poem:

The Fairy Girl
Here’s a dainty Fairy girl,
Neat and clean from foot to curl,
Whitest frills of snowy lace,
Soft white hands and winsome face.

In her muslin dress so white,
She’s a picture of delight!
No more lovely sight than this
Dainty happy little miss.

She will tell you if you call,
fairy soap has done it all,
Washed her dress and cleaned her lace,
Made white hands and beaming face.32

Lest this connection seem obscure, other advertisements used white-
ness to connote cleanliness. An 1882 card advertising David’s Prize Soap 
features an illustration of two African American women doing laundry. 
One asks the other, “How do you make them so clean and white and get 
them out so early?” The other replies, “Clean and White? Well I uses 
david’s prize soap.” African American laundresses were often used 
in soap advertisements, in no small part due to the widespread percep-
tion that such work was fit for African American women.33

The leap from these claims to explicit descriptions of dark skin as 
dirty was small. Several manufacturers boasted of cleansers so effective 
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that they made black features appear white. Several advertisements fea-
turing the Gold Dust Twins showed them scrubbing the bottom of ket-
tles and pots clean. The confirmation that the job was done was when 
one twin saw his reflection clearly in the pot. Staring back at the pitch 
black face was a white face with light brown hair. Sapolio used similar 
imagery with a black woman looking at her white reflection as the white 
family she served looked on approvingly.34

The ultimate proof of a cleaner was to claim to actually remove 
black skin, leaving the clean white skin beneath it. Some advertise-
ments implied this ability, as in N. K. Fairbank & Company’s card for 
Fairy Soap. In this ad, a young blonde, blue-eyed white boy is looking 
at a young black boy in wonder, asking the question, “Why doesn’t your 
mamma wash you with Fairy Soap?”35

If this message was too subtle, other advertisements rammed the 
point home. Lautz Brothers sent out at least two separate cards with 
white men washing young African American boys with their soap. 

“How Do You Make Them So Clean and White?” Warshaw Collection of Business 
Americana — ​Soap, Archives Center, National Museum of American History, Smithso-
nian Institution, Washington, DC.
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Top, left and right, “Why Doesn’t Your Mamma Wash You with Fairy Soap?”; bottom, 
left, “Beat That, If You Can”; bottom, right, “Golly! I B’leve pearline Make Dat 
Chile White.” Warshaw Collection of Business Americana — ​Soap, Archives Center, 
National Museum of American History, Smithsonian Institution, Washington, DC.
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In both of these images, the blackness was literally washed away by the 
white soap. The caption of each was “Beat that!” Several other com-
panies advertised soap that literally washed dark pigment off of skin; 
Pearline, for example, featured an illustration of an African Ameri-
can woman scrubbing a young child and exclaiming “Golly! I B’leve 
pearline Make Dat Chile White.”36

If pictures and their racist captions did not convey the message, 
poems and stories would. On the back of the Pearline card described 
above, the James Pyle Company walked back its claim, admitting that 
“we are not sure that it will make black skin white.” Other manufactur-
ers were bolder in their claims. In “Soap Bubbles,” a booklet similar to 
Fairbanks’s mailer with the Fairy Girl, John Kirkman & Son printed a 
poem claiming that Kirkman’s Wonder Soap, and only Kirkman’s Won-
der Soap, could clean skin white:

There were two little nigger boys,
Two little nigger boys,
Whenever they were sent to bathe
They made a dreadful noise,
Because their mother did believe
That white they could be made,
So on them with a scrubbing brush
Unmerciful she laid.
She tried a combination of
Many kinds of soap;
But the result of all her labor
Gave her but scanty hope.
Although the lather that she got
Was very soft and white,
It did not make her offspring so,
Though she scrubbed with all her might.
So she got kirkman’s wonder soap,
Composed of rare ingredients,
She used it once, and then she knew
How vain her past expedients.
Sweet and clean her sons became — ​
It’s true, as I’m a workman — ​
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And both are now completely white,
Washed by this soap of Kirkman.37

Washing pigment white was not limited to African American skin. 
Proctor & Gamble, in advertisements distributed at the time of the 
Columbian Exposition in 1893, boasted that Ivory Soap could civilize 
Indians. Using two images of Indians given Ivory by Uncle Sam, the 
newly cleaned and civilized Indians happily exclaim, “We once were fac-
tious, fierce, and wild, / To peaceful arts unreconciled,” but fortunately 
“ivory soap came like a ray / Of light across our darkened way” mak-
ing them “civil, kind, and good” as well as “clean and fair to see.”38

By 1893, such portraits of indigenous Americans could be used quite 
comfortably in humor without raising fear or discomfort among whites. 
The American military had largely subdued Indians almost two decades 
earlier, using treaties and force to sequester tribes on reservations. This 
caricature, showing savagery defeated by the civilizing forces of soap, 
claims to document a taming white Americans assumed was their his-
tory. (Neither blood nor bullets existed in this telling of the story.)

Other people who were not considered white were subject to racial 
cleansing. Kirkman & Sons released an advertisement sometime after 
1906 (it references that year’s Pure Food and Drug Act) showing three 
white women washing three wealthy Turkish men’s skin from brown 
to white. The accompanying poem tells the story of how the women 
were the Turkish men’s maids. They convinced the men to let them 
wash them with the soap, transforming their features to milky white. 
The story ended happily, with the now-white men marrying each of the 
maids. Cross-racial and cross-class lines were transcended, all through 
the miracle of a pure, cleansing soap.39

Such a message may not have resonated with eugenicists and Klans-
men fearful of the polluting dangers of miscegenation to their innate, 
static ideals of white purity. It was, however, consistent with the trope 
that skin darker than white was somehow impure and dirty. Products 
boasting of absolute purity were so powerful that they could liter-
ally wash away the stain of race. In an era in which advertising played 
with the national imagination in so many ways, these pokes of humor 
instilled the idea that nothing could be more powerful than soap with 
the capability of washing away race.



“How Do You Make Them So Clean and White?”  |  97

Implicit in the joke was the understanding that what remained 
as pure was milky white skin. In ad after ad in national magazines, 
young, white skin was employed to hit that message home. Although 
the explicit racial jokes of the advertising cards faded away in the early 
twentieth century, the norm of whiteness in soap advertising endured 
for the rest of the century.

Invading Germs

Discussing white skin as clean skin fit into a lexicon of scientific rac-
ism; at the same time that advertisements boasted that their soaps could 
make you clean and white, eugenicists measured skulls and argued that 

“A Tale of the Larkin Soaps.” Warshaw Collection of Business Americana — ​Soap, 
Archives Center, National Museum of American History, Smithsonian Institution, 
Washington, DC.
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those noses, jaws, and craniums possessed by humans from Northwest-
ern Europe held demonstrably superior brains to the skulls possessed by 
humans from Southern Europe, Africa, and the Americas.

The scientific justification for racial superiority came at a time 
when science and engineering promised to rid society of several press-
ing problems. Given the high priority placed on ridding cities of dirt 
and disease, if white skin was clean skin, then white skin was also 
healthy skin.

If, however, black skin was dirty skin, what was the connection be-
tween black-skinned people and disease? In a world where dirt could 
kill (and in densely packed cities, it could kill thousands quickly), an 
influx of black-skinned people were thus defined as pollutants that 
could threaten the health and well-being of otherwise healthy men, 
women, and children.

Nor was the classification of hygiene simply about black and white; 
demarcations between white and less-than-white skin would subject the 
latter to a dirtier stigma. The idea of Eastern and Southern Europeans as 
filthy, backward people was observed — ​or at the very least, satirized — ​
by some of the most accomplished authors of the era. Henry B. Wohl-
man’s work on ethnic caricature reveals this in the work of Mark Twain, 
and Henry James. In his story “Three Thousand Years among the 
Microbes,” Twain imagined himself as a cholera germ — ​one of the most 
feared contagions in American society in the late nineteenth century — ​
coursing through the veins of an “incredibly dirty” tramp “shipped to 
America by Hungary because Hungary was tired of him.” James, in The 
Golden Bowl (1904), provided a contrast of American and Italian racial 
types that Wohlman identifies as divergent: “Amerigo’s ethnic origin 
‘sticks out’ of his exquisitely typical profile, whereas Mr. Verver’s Ameri-
can face is ‘colourless,’ clear, and in this manner somewhat resembled a 
small decent room, clean-swept and unencumbered with furniture.”40

These ideas were not unique to writers of fiction; sanitary engineers 
and others who employed workers to handle wastes believed them as 
well. New York City’s Department of Streets and Sanitation employed 
Italians to sort waste because, as I discuss in the next chapter, Col. War-
ing believed Italians were racially suited to do so. But not everything 
Waring’s department said about immigrants racialized waste. One of his 
supervisors, David Willard, lamented the “ignorant foreign population 
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crowded into the East Side districts,” disrespecting the city’s sanitary 
code. Willard’s description of the East Side residents inferred an oppo-
sition to the biological definitions of race and waste; these people, for 
him, were ignorant. Ignorant people could be taught to know better; as 
with poverty, it was a condition correctable through social control. Wil-
lard argued that getting to their children was the way to educate them, 
thus elevating them from the low status of filth: “To use for this end the 
influence of the children, who are recognized by their parents as supe-
rior to them in education and intelligence, is not a new idea, but one 
practically untried to any extent.” Willard created street-cleaning teams 
of children that uplifted the area, “removing litter from the streets, 
inducing others not to throw out refuse, or noting certain blocks or 
houses where the people were careless in their habits or had a disregard 
for the sanitary laws.”41

Although Willard’s methods assumed an environmental rather than 
biological model of hygiene, they were consistent with an assumption 
that the new immigrants were dirtier than native-born whites. When 
discussing the ideal of native-born whites as the pinnacle of cleanliness, 
we should remember that belief and practice often did not resemble 
each other. If production of garbage was a measure of filth, immigrants 
were cleaner than native-born white Americans. In 1912, the sanitarians 
Rudolph Hering and Samuel A. Greeley conducted a survey of waste 
management practices in Chicago. Their survey concluded that native-
born whites produced 751.4 pounds of garbage, rubbish, and ashes per 
capita per year. The new immigrants, which in Chicago included sub-
stantial numbers of people born in Italy, Poland, and Russia, produced 
only 672.8 pounds per capita per year of the same refuse.

An alternate explanation is not charitable to native-born Ameri-
cans yet makes logical sense. By removing more garbage, rubbish, and 
ashes from their homes and bodies, these people were enforcing stricter 
standards of hygiene on their immediate environs. A clean home was a 
home that actively removed as much old and dirty material as possible 
as quickly as possible. That this disposal led to more waste that had to 
be managed by other people in other places was of no concern as long as 
that waste was out of sight and out of mind.42

By the beginning of World War I, the United States had already estab-
lished the idea that white Americans were above living with waste. If 
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white Americans were to be clean and waste had to be placed elsewhere, 
it was left to non-white people to move that waste, and perhaps to a 
place where non-white people lived. The beginnings of environmental 
inequalities had begun in an idea espoused by sanitary engineers, Pro-
gressive reformers, and advertisers.

Resistance and Reaction

Non-white people did not experience this marginalization unaware. Nor 
did non-white Americans ignore the sanitary revolution going on in the 
country. Americans with dark skin had the same concerns about dirt 
and disease as Progressive whites like Jane Addams and George Waring. 
These articulated standards belied the academic racism espoused by 
Edward Alsworth Ross, Edward Anthony Spitzka, and their colleagues; 
if African Americans were concerned with hygiene and uplift, what did 
that mean for classification schemes presuming innate, uncivilized sta-
tus for non-whites?

The conflation of race and waste was part of the increasingly hostile 
racial climate of the period. The increasingly hostile racial climate at 
the turn of the century led to varied responses from African Ameri-
can thinkers. Historians see these responses as falling into two camps. 
One, represented by W. E. B. du Bois, fiercely resisted the injustices of 
white supremacy. Among the actions du Bois took was helping con-
vene the 1905 meeting on the Canadian side of Niagara Falls (where 
hotels were not segregated, as they were on the American side) to 
discuss options. Out of this meeting (the members of which became 
known as the Niagara Movement) came several meetings before it 
disbanded amid uncertainty of direction in 1910. One year before its 
demise, however, du Bois had organized the National Association for 
the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), with the purpose to 
“eradicate caste or race prejudice” in the United States and fight for 
equal opportunities in education, the legal system, employment, and 
throughout American society. That organization endured, with its 
activities in its first decade focused on drawing attention and outrage 
to lynchings, including advocating for passage of Congressman Leoni-
das Dyer’s Anti-Lynching Bill. By the end of the decade, the NAACP 
had organized protests against screenings of The Birth of a Nation in 
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cities like Chicago. This institutionalized response to white supremacy 
would prove durable and important to challenging racism in the twen-
tieth century, and the NAACP’s legal branch developed the strategy 
that ultimately produced the landmark 1954 Supreme Court decision in 
Brown v. Board of Education, which refuted the rationale of “separate 
but equal” accommodations based upon race. The massive legal frame-
work of white supremacy, however, meant that blacks were denied the 
full legal status of citizens in much of the United States a century after 
the Civil War.43

A second approach, associated with Booker T. Washington, was to 
accommodate white society’s norms and prejudices in an attempt to 
assimilate and uplift African Americans into the benefits of the mod-
ern industrial white society. Washington was frequently assailed in his 
lifetime for meeting (privately) with President Theodore Roosevelt and 
developing vocational training to make African Americans students 
into suitable employees in industrial society.

It is worth remembering that among Washington’s accomplishments 
was being the most famous African American proponent of the sani-
tary revolution. In this context, his actions may be understandable as 
resistance against the encroaching injustice of racialized waste. He was 
a vocal proponent of the hygienic advances that Progressive reformers 
advocated, equating sanitation with civilization and modernity, a path 
to uplift his fellow freedmen into respectable society.

Washington’s autobiography Up from Slavery revealed a man at war 
with dirt. Of his youth, he recounted dreading of work in the filthy coal 
mine, for any one who mined “was always unclean, at least while at 
work, and it was a very hard job to get one’s skin clean after the day’s 
work was over.”44 Instead of mining, the young Washington found a 
place at the Hampton Institute, where the founder, former Union Army 
general Samuel C. Armstrong shaped his views on hygiene and moral-
ity. When Washington came to the Tuskegee Institute in 1881 to train 
young African Americans in vocational pursuits, a large part of the 
school’s mission was training in the gospel of the toothbrush: “In addi-
tion to the usual routine of teaching, I taught the pupils to comb their 
hair, and to keep their hands and faces clean, as well as their clothing. 
I gave special attention to teaching them the proper use of the tooth-
brush and the bath.” For Washington, these hygienic practices were vital 
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to his students’ education. “In all my teaching, I have watched carefully 
the influence of the tooth-brush, and I am convinced that there are few 
single agencies of civilization that are more far-reaching.”45

Civilization was a crucial term, the antonym of savagery. Scientific 
justifications of white supremacy depended upon assumptions that 
whites were more civilized, smarter, and more advanced than other 
races. Equating hygiene and civilization made sense, as a people orderly 
enough to banish dirt would advance further than people unable to 
address problems of disease and disorder. That Washington, an Afri-
can American, made this equation was a challenge to the notion that 
civilization and hygiene were uniquely the provenance of whites. “I do 
not believe that any person is educated so long as he lives in a dirty, 
miserable shanty. I do not believe that any person is educated until he 
has learned to want to live in a clean room made attractive with pictures 
and books, and with such surroundings as are elevating.”46

Washington’s efforts were part of a larger movement of championing 
hygiene among African Americans. Similar efforts were under way in 
both the North and South, some well before Tuskegee was established. 
New York City’s Colored Home and Hospital, found on the corner of 
Sixty-Fifth Street and First Avenue in 1840, noted in its annual report 
in 1888 that “applicants for admission must be bathed, and, if neces-
sary, have their clothing changed, before passing to the wards,” and once 
inside, “each inmate must take a bath once a week, unless excused by 
the Physician.”47 New York City’s Colored Orphan Asylum (founded in 
1836) boasted similar hygienic care of its charges in 1889, noting that 
“strict observance of hygienic rules” restored the children to a sound 
state of health.48

In the South, Tuskegee’s influence spread to other institutions. The 
Nashville Institute for Negro Christian Workers trained young Afri-
can American men and women as reformers in the mode of the set-
tlement houses movement, with the hopes that in a segregated society 
these reformers would uplift African Americans living in filthy, poor 
conditions. The Nashville Institute explicitly used the terminology of 
professional sanitarians. It described the social worker as sanitary engi-
neer, training its students “to clean up the Negro slums and to teach his 
people how to apply modern methods of sanitation and hygiene.” In a 
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brief pamphlet describing the school’s curriculum, its leaders sardoni-
cally noted the dangers to public safety posed by segregation: “Disease 
has no regard for the color line.” In 1913, service work in the South was 
primarily done by blacks for whites, a form of inequality that exacted 
a price from all. “Thousands of colored nurses, cooks, and laundry 
women in the South go every morning” from homes where “there are 
contagious and infectious diseases.” The pamphlet claimed that “at least 
seventy per cent of all the white homes in the South are entered daily 
by these colored women,” indicating that neglect of the homes and 
neighborhoods of black women could spread epidemic disease even 
in the ostensibly pristine homes of white people. (Raising the possibil-
ity of such an epidemic would send chills down the spines of contem-
porary observers knowledgeable of recent European history. Twenty 
years earlier, the German city of Hamburg blamed a cholera epidemic 
that killed ten thousand people in six weeks on the supposedly poor 
hygienic standards of servant girls contaminating affluent households.) 
The conclusion of the institute was that social justice would produce a 
cleaner, safer society: “In order for America to build a civilization that 
is physically and morally sound, it is imperative that white and negro 
people should co-operate in developing and maintaining a healthy and 
righteous community life.”49

African American newspapers employed columnists to instruct read-
ers on how they and they children could lead healthy, clean lives. An 
article in the Pittsburgh Courier proclaimed that using soap was ben-
eficial to the teeth and keeping a bit of curd soap to use on a person’s 
toothbrush was a simple way to practice good dental hygiene.50

The Chicago Defender between 1911 and 1929 employed the South 
Side surgeon Dr. Albert Wilberforce Williams as a regular columnist 
instructing readers on proper household sanitation, avoidance of tuber-
culosis, and preventative measures to take to ensure healthy lives. A 
prominent surgeon whose specialties included treatment of tuberculo-
sis, Dr. Williams repeatedly urged his readers to attend to sanitation as 
a preventative measure. In 1913, he warned against “dirty surroundings, 
vacant lots in filthy condition; alleys unpaved and strewn with garbage 
and decaying refuse of every kind; stables unscreened and neglected 
manure piles; privy vaults. . . . the presence of trades or industries that 
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are offensive in residence communities and which are a menace to both 
your healthy and comfort.” He urged readers exposed to these hazards 
to, if at all possible, select their next house or apartment in neighbor-
hoods and buildings that meet modern sanitary requirements.51

Dr. Williams equated dirt and morality, proclaiming that housing “is 
a mighty factor in the moulding of the character of a people” and that 
people should seek “the best sanitary condition that their means can 
afford.”52 In 1917, he reported on the “Health Improvement” campaign 
at the annual Tuskegee Negro Conference as a timely movement con-
sistent with the concerns he had reported on in Chicago for years.53 
One year later, he argued that cleanliness bore a close relation to health, 
personal cleanliness was best achieved with “plenty of soap and water 
with elbow grease,” and also that clean surroundings were crucial to 
maintain a healthy environment. He instructed readers to ensure that 
their front and back yards were free of food scraps, old papers, rags, and 
other debris that “will cause decomposition, gas, fumes, foul odors, etc., 
that will prove very deleterious to your health.”54

In 1921, Dr. Williams argued that teaching proper hygiene to children 
was vital to the betterment of the race. “If the future generation is to be 
improved, the present one must be properly educated” to take care of 
them, and “to make a race strong and hardy, there must be developed 
within them powers of resistance against their natural enemies.”55

Dr. Williams’s columns appeared in a nationally distributed Afri-
can American newspaper, so his ideas were disseminated far and wide. 
These ideas reflected Washington’s gospel of the toothbrush. Contem-
poraries and historians attribute Washington’s methods to attempts to 
placate the white power structure in the South and that schools like 
the Tuskegee Institute prepared young African Americans for menial 
occupations like maids and janitors. That interpretation reflects frus-
tration with the rollback of Reconstruction and its consequences to 
black America.

An alternate interpretation understands Washington’s ideas in the 
context of how hygiene was discussed during his life. His insistence on 
the gospel of the toothbrush refuted the corrosive new racial order and 
sought to place African Americans at the forefront of modern, hygienic 
society in hopes that attention to hygiene would improve the commu-
nity, rather than making it servile to the needs and wants of whites.
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Washington, like the leaders of the Nashville Institute, chafed against 
the hardening color line near the end of his life. In a speech he gave 
to the Negro Organization Society of Virginia in Norfolk in November 
1914, he argued that both white and black races should work to uplift the 
conditions of rural blacks in the South and that racial segregation would 
be detrimental to these efforts. “The two races in Virginia can cooper-
ate in encouraging the Negro wherever he lives to have a clean, sanitary, 
healthy community.” Washington drew upon his observances to argue 
that segregation would make such efforts impossible. “Wherever the 
Negro is segregated, it usually means that he will have poor streets, poor 
lighting, poor sidewalks, poor sewerage, and poor sanitary conditions 
generally. These conditions are reflected in many ways in the life of the 
race to its disadvantage and to the disadvantage of the white race.”56

Washington’s criticisms of white Southerners were tempered by his 
claim that “[the Negro] is not likely to thrust himself on any community 
where conditions are not congenial, where he is not happy, and where he 
is not wanted,” but his conclusion that segregation was not only unnec-
essary but, in most cases, unjust was among his strongest statements in 
opposition to the color line.57

One of Washington’s efforts on hygiene near the end of his life be-
came an annual event for more than thirty years. Beginning in 1915, a 
variety of organizations — ​including the annual Tuskegee Negro Con-
ference, the National Negro Business League, the National Medical 
Association, and the National Negro Insurance Association — ​organized 
an annual National Negro Health Week. This annual event, with cam-
paigns to clean yards and instruct children on proper hygiene, was or-
ganized annually until it ceased in 1951 because its goals of elevating 
hygiene had largely been accomplished.58

Hygiene Racialized

Washington did not live to see National Negro Health Week become an 
institution as he died of hypertension half a year after the first event. 
He did not live to see the age of sixty. (Conversely, du Bois lived a long 
life, long enough to see the NAACP’s legal team win the 1954 Brown v. 
Board of Education decision before dying in Ghana in 1963.) Washing-
ton did not live to see the color line harden further in the years ahead or 
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to see African Americans internalize the measure of skin with hygiene. 
Even inverted in a model that assumed African heritage was the pure 
apex, that blacker skin was pure and that yellow skin was “shit colored,” 
this model condemned people who had been called “colored,” “mulatto,” 
or “octaroon” to an untouchable status. Calling the skin of mixed-race 
people filthy boded ill for the prospects of an integrated society. Sadly, 
white Americans in both North and South did not heed the Nashville 
Institute’s advice that whites and blacks should work together in ensur-
ing a clean, safe environment for all. Instead, Americans who identified 
as white chose to escape waste whenever and wherever possible, leaving 
the consequences of their escape to others. Soap and cleanser advertise-
ments, though less overtly racial after the 1920s, continued to cham-
pion whiteness as a form of purity. Immigrants trying to assimilate used 
soap on their own skin and dirt-related insults to separate themselves 
from others. Wastes collected from communities inhabited by whites 
was handled and dumped in communities inhabited by non-whites. All 
were justified by racist ideas of cleanliness.

In an era when slavery had been abolished and the promise of equal-
ity for African Americans and new immigrants emerged, a biological 
justification for white supremacy pouncing on the fears of contagion 
developed. Dirt and disease permeated the language of racial purity, and 
racial constructions permeated discussion of public health. A new bio-
political understanding of the body and society had been constructed 
and was understood by both those attempting to assert domination and 
those who would be dominated.59 Versions might be subverted (such 
as a racial hierarchy prizing darker skin over lighter skin in African 
American communities), and assumptions of this understanding might 
be challenged by affected peoples, but the new, powerful stereotype was 
established and would have consequences. By the time Charles Min-
gus heard the caustic insults to his skin in the streets of Depression-era 
Watts, both employment practices and residential patterns across the 
United States revealed the increasing significance of color throughout 
the nation. Waste, and the racial hierarchies now associated with waste, 
shaped material realities in American life. The racial constructions of 
waste informed what work particular Americans performed, where par-
ticular Americans lived, and the proximity of waste materials to those 
work and residential patterns.



Part III

Material Consequences
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5

Dirty Work, Dirty Workers

If dirt was the enemy of modern society, modern society organized 
workers to fight dirt and disorder. On streets, in homes, in clothes, on 
faces, Americans — ​to paraphrase the historian Suellen Hoy — ​chased 
dirt with more vigor, more soap, and more labor in the years after the 
Civil War. By 1930, the public and private systems Americans used to 
get cleaner had grown larger and more complex in half a century than 
they had in the century before. When attitudes toward waste changed, 
they brought demands. Clothes needed to be washed more often. Who 
would clean them? Streets needed to be swept. By whom? Mass pro-
duction opened up a new world of goods to possess. All sort of old 
materials were considered dirty and unwanted. Who would take them 
away, and where would they go? These questions created and reshaped 
sanitary services between 1870 and 1930, with many of the public and 
private systems we recognize in twenty-first-century American society 
taking form.1

The war on dirt created new opportunities and new burdens. Entire 
industries developed, niches that allowed entrepreneurs chances for 
upward mobility. Work handling wastes intensified, exposing laborers 
to filthy, unpleasant, and dangerous conditions in greater concentra-
tions and longer hours than was known before the Civil War.

Sanitary occupations have existed throughout civilized history. A 
series of developments saw an expansion of both sanitation-related 
occupations in the United States and the number of people employed 
in those occupations.

Industrialization both created wastes and demand for waste materi-
als. Factories processed raw materials and generated pollution. Some 
also could process post-consumer or post-industrial wastes, diverting 
materials from disposal.

Sanitary standards and practices became more rigorous. In part 
owing to the experiences of the Civil War, nursing, sanitary engineering, 
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and public health became more widely recognized as important in the 
maintenance of modern society. As American society became more able 
to handle wastes, the rise of a larger, more affluent middle class meant 
more people had the capital to have their clothes, bodies, and homes 
cleaned.2 They also could purchase more goods at a time when indus-
trial capacity created a larger world of mass-marketed goods.3

Industrial cities expanded city services, including modern streets 
and sanitation departments. The cities welcomed millions of newcom-
ers to the United States who were either unaware or unconcerned with 
the developing aversion to waste among the American people. Cit-
ies also grew owing to the migration of African Americans from the 
rural South.

These factors led to more materials classified as waste for disposal, an 
increase in both private businesses and public services devoted to sani-
tation throughout the United States, and an increase in the European 
immigrants, Asian immigrants, and African Americans who performed 
these services. Between 1860 and 1930, the variety of sanitary occupa-
tions performed in the United States led the Bureau of the Census to 
develop new classifications to enumerate the people working to collect 
garbage, trade junk, wash clothing, sweep streets, and clean homes and 
businesses. One imprecise occupational category gives an idea of the 
expansion. In 1860, 1,080,000 people worked in domestic service in the 
United States. In 1930, 2,550,000 people worked in domestic services in 
the United States, more than doubling the workforce in seventy years.4

More precise occupational data are available for the twentieth cen-
tury. In 1900, 91,000 workers above the age of fourteen were identified 
as laundry and dry-cleaning operators; in 1930, 265,000 workers were 
identified as such.5 In 1900, the number of private household work-
ers (including housekeepers and laundresses who took in laundry or 
worked in others’ homes) was 1,579,000; forty years later the number 
was 2,412,000.6 The number of charwomen and cleaners grew from 
29,000 in 1900 to 52,000 in 1930.7 The number of janitors and sex-
tons grew from 57,000 in 1900 to 310,000 in 1930.8 The growth of these 
sanitary occupations outpaced the increase in both the overall popu-
lation and the population of working individuals over fourteen in the 
United States.
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Population not only grew but shifted. By 1920, the United States 
was primarily urban, with cities gaining population from rural areas 
(including a mass migration of African Americans and whites from 
the rural South to the urban North) and foreign countries. Newcomers 
shaped the labor force of numerous industries in the cities — ​for exam-
ple, the steel mills of Pittsburgh and Chicago were quickly staffed by 
thousands of Slavic laborers. Italian-born individuals helped shape the 
construction industry in several cities. Mass migration resulted from a 
combination of economic and social pressures in Europe and the rural 
United States and opportunities emerging in American cities due to 
industrial expansion. The archetypal stories of immigrant life and work 
in the United States during this period revolve around factories. The 
Slavs in the steel mills of Thomas Bell’s Out of This Furnace, the Lithu-
anian meatpackers of Upton Sinclair’s The Jungle, and the young Jew-
ish and Italian girls killed in the Triangle Shirtwaist fire in Manhattan 
portray the immigrant as industrial employee, usually in a menial posi-
tion defined as unskilled. As David Roediger notes, many of the most 
unpleasant factory positions were the domain of Eastern and Southern 
European immigrants who were ridiculed on the shop floor for being 
filthy.9 Native-born white Americans had access to a wider choice of 
employment options than immigrants and African Americans did, a 
pattern that replicated itself regardless of region.10

Migrants to American cities who did not — ​or owing to discrimi-
nation, could not — ​seek work in the large mills could find sanitation 
work either in the employment of cities, in a private individual’s firm, 
or by starting a new small business. The emerging sanitary trades in the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries had what the sociologist 
Roger Waldinger calls an opportunity structure conducive to high levels 
of immigrant business ownership. In his study of the garment trades 
in New York City, Waldinger identified several characteristics within 
industries that featured large proportions of entrepreneurship from 
foreign-born individuals. Two important characteristics were little com-
petition from established natives and low required investment costs.11

The emerging sanitary occupations were not likely to have many 
native-born whites engaging in them for two reasons. First, the work 
was unpleasant compared to other occupations open to native-born 
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whites. Second, the economic opportunities in these trades was nascent 
at the end of the Civil War, providing little guarantee that toiling in 
scrap or laundry might be a path to upward economic mobility. The 
work required uncomfortable physical labor in city dumps, cramped 
laundries, and other settings considered unhealthful and unsanitary. 
The materials handled posed risks to the workers; rags were flammable 
and could harbor diseases. Junk heaps could contain jagged objects, 
poisonous materials, and any number of hazards to the people work-
ing in them. The work may have been vital to maintain new standards 
of hygiene, but it was also low status and high risk, the kind of work 
identified by the sociologist Stewart E. Perry as “dirty work.”12 Since 
waste materials were considered unsanitary and contact with them 
exposed the handler to disease, scorn, and injury, those who scavenged 
were poor, usually immigrants with few business contacts. Journalists 
observed that immigrant women and children scavenged for scraps 
in mid-nineteenth-century cities for subsistence, and immigrant men 
scavenged and peddled scrap materials.13

Consigning “dirty work” in mills and factories to immigrants and 
African Americans was common throughout American industry (the 
essayist Alois B. Koukol observed in 1914 that the status of Slavic work-
ers in Pittsburgh mills was “little better than hunks or clods of dirt”), 
and demographic trends in these occupations were evident to the 
sociologists St. Clair Drake and Horace Roscoe Cayton. In the study 
Black Metropolis, Drake and Cayton observed that Chicago’s expand-
ing white-collar middle class was composed of native-born whites and 
that the people employed to serve them were not. Drake and Cayton 
estimated that, by 1930, “the native-born, the ‘successful’ foreign-born, 
and the children of the immigrants left the city’s heavy work and dirty 
work to the rapidly dwindling ‘new’ foreign-born population and to the 
constantly growing Negro population.”14

Analysis of national census data between 1850 and 1930 indicates 
that Drake and Cayton’s observations of Chicago are consistent with 
employment trends in the rest of the United States. Workers and, in 
some occupations, business owners were overrepresented with first- 
and second-generation immigrant groups. In some sanitary services, 
native-born African Americans were overrepresented. The demo-
graphic structure of sanitation work between 1870 and 1920 has his-
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torical contexts in specific occupations, but an overarching trend is 
the underrepresentation of native-born people who identified as white 
handling wastes.15

As concern about keeping clean increased, the number and volume 
of occupations involved with managing and removing wastes increased. 
By 1930, more individuals removed rubbish from city streets than had 
done so in 1870. More individuals collected and sold scrap materials. 
More worked in sewers and municipal sanitation departments. More 
worked in laundries or as janitors.

The occupations in sanitary services ranged widely from easily 
replaceable “unskilled” laborers to owner-operators of waste-hauling 
businesses. The paths to work in these occupations were varied, depen-
dent on historical timing, geographic factors, gender roles, and a host of 
other variables.

While the history of these trades after the Civil War is far from 
monolithic, the occupations share two common threads. The trades 
expanded, and a disproportionately large share of the people working 
in them did not identify as native-born whites. Whether Italian-born 
garbage haulers, Eastern European Jewish scrap-metal dealers, Afri-
can American laundry women, or Chinese American laundry men, 
stereotypes of waste handlers of the time are divorced from native-born 
white identity.

These types are rooted in both contemporary narrative accounts and 
occupational data. Two broad themes emerge for the period between 
1870 and 1930. First, the period saw sustained growth in variety of occu-
pations and number of workers addressing sanitary concerns, ranging 
from janitorial work to laundry to waste disposal. Second, the people 
doing this work by and large were not people who were considered 
white by the standards of the day.

Between 1850 and 1900, relevant occupations enumerated in the U.S. 
Census of Population included janitors, launderers and laundresses, 
traders and dealers in junk, and ragpickers. In 1910 and 1920, the Cen-
sus expanded its occupational codes, and relevant occupations included 
traders in junk, garbage men and scavengers, charwomen and cleaners, 
janitors and sextons, launderers and laundresses — ​not in laundry, laun-
dry operatives — ​foremen and overseers, laundry operatives — ​laborers, 
and cleaners and renovators — ​clothing, etc.
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Much of the sanitation workforce was foreign born or the children 
of foreign-born individuals. For all sanitary occupations between 1870 
and 1930, excluding laundry, the participation of native-born individu-
als from native-born parents was significantly smaller than their repre-
sentation in the general population. In most occupations, the broadest 
overrepresentation was from foreign-born individuals.

The broad trend of native-born whites being less likely to work in the 
sanitary occupations and foreign-born and African American individu-
als being more likely to work in the sanitary occupations is borne out 
by particular histories of particular occupations. Each grew in size and 
importance, and each developed particular occupational patterns.

Collecting Garbage and Sweeping Streets

Per capita garbage generation from households increased by the turn of 
the century, as consumers could shop for new, affordable goods rather 
than mending older items around the house. Household wastes, includ-
ing rubbish and biological wastes, had historically been thrown into dirt 
roads. As horses gave way to trolleys and automobiles, the composi-
tion of city streets evolved from dirt to wood to cobblestone to asphalt. 
The uses of streets evolved from dump and playground to traffic artery, 
making roads less suited as sinks for garbage.

Indoor plumbing solved the question of what to do with the contents 
of chamber pots. Waterways became effective sinks to take fecal matter 
and urine out of sight and out of mind. Sewers addressed worries over 
the malodorous effects of sewage at a time when the miasma theory of 
disease transmission still had cachet in public health.

Sewers proved suitable sinks for human waste, but households gen-
erated other rubbish that could not be easily flushed. Food wastes had 
also gone into the street to await consumption by livestock; with auto-
mobiles supplanting horses and pigs, these wastes presented nuisances.

Mass production allowed Americans to purchase more clothing, 
more utensils, more books, more toys, and more goods of all kinds. 
With mass consumption came mass disposal of old clothes, shoes, cook-
ery, and the wide variety of goods Americans could replace by purchas-
ing new goods from catalogs and stores.
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One option for disposing of garbage was incineration. Cities built 
large incinerators, and tall buildings (including residential apartments 
and office buildings) constructed incinerators for on-site use. Such 
disposal was convenient, offered the use of waste as fuel for heat, and 
reduced solid matter. Solid waste was not eliminated, as incineration 
generated ash that had an acrid smell (and could contain dioxins, heavy 
metals, and other toxins).

Businesses developed to collect incinerator ash and household wastes. 
The most famous of these was the business of Dutch immigrant Harm 
Huizenga. Huizenga and his son took his truck through the streets of 
Chicago and Cicero in the 1920s collecting wastes and transporting 
them to Lake Michigan to use as landfill for Lake Shore Drive. After his 
1936 death, his descendants transformed the business into Waste Man-
agement, Inc., which grew to handle garbage and recycling services for 
municipalities and private businesses around the world.16

Much solid waste was not burned but instead collected to be dis-
posed of in dumps. How this was done depended upon the local 
authority. New York City established a Department of Street Cleaning 
in 1881 to address the growing amounts of garbage, fecal matter, and 
horse urine in the streets, but effective removal of wastes in New York’s 
streets would wait more than a decade. George Waring transformed the 
city’s Department of Streets and Sanitation into a giant workforce by 
1895 as part of a drive to uplift local sanitary standards that included 
juvenile street-cleaning groups and White Wings marching down clean 
streets. Waring’s department was popular, as regular collection removed 
noxious odors from neighborhoods; even as germ theory became the 
accepted model of disease transmission, public concerns about smells 
endured. Public employees swept the streets clean and collected garbage 
from residences, sorting it for materials that might have economic value 
and dumping the rest into the East River, the Atlantic Ocean, or land-
fills. To perform these tasks, Waring specifically hired Italians. Similar 
hiring occurred in Philadelphia’s Division of Housing and Sanitation 
and other public sanitation departments.17

In San Francisco — ​a large-city exception to municipal collection 
and disposal — ​competition was ferocious among independent scaven-
gers until 1920. In that year, the first scavenger cooperative, the Sunset 
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Scavenger Company, was formed. Emilio Rattaro, who started his own 
scavenger company in 1916, was instrumental in bringing competitors 
together to form Sunset, a group dominated by members of northern 
Italian heritage. The bond of ethnic and family ties likely aided the 
cooperative association’s success.18

This private cooperative grew throughout the twentieth century, and 
the Italian immigrants who founded it remained in the trade. Stewart 
Perry quotes a descendent of the founders in 1978, who said that “it 
was good work for immigrants — ​even if you couldn’t read or write, you 
could scavenge; if you had a horse, a wagon, and a gun you could get 
what you needed and protect yourself enough to do business.”19

Entry into the trade might be gradual. “Scores of immigrants moved 
into [the garbage business], perhaps working with relatives at first until 
they could save enough to buy a wagon and a horse for their own. Then 
they would strike out independently. Ties with friends and relatives and 
from the same or nearby villages in the old country probably restrained 
a man in his choice of potential customers to canvass and concomitantly 
increased the ferocity of his competition with those with whom he had 
fewer ties.”20

If private garbage collection offered the opportunity to start a busi-
ness from nothing, public services allowed a measure of job security. 
As municipal departments of streets and sanitation grew, employ-
ment within them became opportunities for political machines to offer 
patronage jobs. Many recent immigrants found work this way. Antanas 
Kaztauskis, a Lithuanian living and working in the Chicago stockyards, 
reported that work in the streets and sanitation department was a reli-
able fallback for those who were active in the machine:

Summer was over and Election Day was coming. The Republican boss in 
our district, Jonidas, was a saloon keeper. A friend took me there. Jonidas 
shook hands and treated me fine. He taught me to sign my name, and the 
next week I went with him to an office and signed some paper, and then I 
could vote. I voted as I was told, and then they got me back into the yards 
to work, because one big politician owns stock in one of those houses. 
Then I felt that I was getting in beside the game. I was in a combine like 
other sharp men. Even when work was slack I was all right, because they 
got me a job in the street cleaning department.21
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Italian immigrants participated in New York City’s garbage sorting 
in large numbers. In 1881, the New York Times reported that the peo-
ple who “separate from valueless material the atoms that can be put to 
use again are almost entirely Italians .  .  . as industrious as ants, and, 
apparently, have eyes for nothing but the bits and particles that go to fill 
their bags.”22

The New York Times report was perhaps biased because the reporter 
filed his story from the heavily Italian Five Points neighborhood of 
the city, but New York City Street-Cleaning Commissioner Waring 
employed Italian immigrants in the 1890s as scow trimmers. Waring 
reasoned that Italians were “a race with a genius for rag-and-bone pick-
ing and for subsisting on rejected trifles of food.”23

Waring’s stereotyping reflected the tendency of immigrants to handle 
garbage. In 1910, the proportion of garbage men and scavengers who 
were foreign born was 47 percent, more than two standard deviations 
larger than expected in proportion to the general population. The 
proportion of garbage men and scavengers who were native born to 
native-born parents was also 47 percent, but this represents two stan-
dard deviations less than what would be expected in the general popu-
lation. In 1920, the foreign-born made up 41 percent of garbage men 
and scavengers (again more than two standard deviations larger than 
expected), and native-born individuals made up 45 percent. The popu-
lation of garbage men and scavengers in 1920 was less white than the 
general population. African Americans made up 27 percent of garbage 
men and scavengers, again more than two standard deviations larger 
than expected, as African Americans were 9.9 percent of the general 
population in 1920. Whites, including the foreign-born, made up 73 
percent of garbage men and scavengers, more than two standard devia-
tions smaller than expected.

The occupation codes in the 1930 Census changed, with some new 
sanitary occupations arriving and others leaving. In one such occu-
pation, garbage men and scavengers, both foreign-born individuals 
and African Americans were represented in numbers more than two 
standard deviations above what would be expected in the occupation 
of garbage men and scavengers. Native born to native parents consti-
tuted 52 percent of garbage men and scavengers in 1930. Half of these 
workers were African American (25 percent of the total workforce). 
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Foreign-born individuals constituted 29 percent of the workforce, and 
native-born individuals to at least one immigrant parent constituted 19 
percent of the workforce.

Another new occupation enumerated was street cleaner. A plural-
ity of the individuals enumerated as street cleaners in 1930 were for-
eign born (43 percent). An additional 20 percent of street cleaners 
were native born to at least one foreign-born parent. Native-born street 
cleaners to native-born parents constituted 37 percent of the occupa-
tion. Native-born African Americans constituted 18 percent of street 
cleaners in 1930, more than two standard deviations greater than one 
would expect given their representation in the general population.

The work these people performed was hazardous; a 1917 survey of 
New York City White Wings by the Department of Sanitation’s chief 
physician Dr. S. I. Rainforth revealed that 5,484 workers (constituting 
80 percent of the department) were disabled doing their work. Keeping 
in mind that New York City’s Department of Sanitation was unusual in 
even having a chief physician who provided the workers medical care 
at cost to the department, the workers had endemic issues with inju-
ries and exposure to the elements. Other municipal departments and 
private waste handling businesses did not have physicians assessing the 
workers’ health.24

Garbage collection and street sweeping were among the most vis-
ible sanitary occupations of the early twentieth century, and thanks to 
public efforts such as Waring parading White Wings down city streets, 
urban residents grew to expect raised hygienic standards owing to their 
work. This provided workers with leverage — ​when New York City’s gar-
bage collectors went on strike for higher wages in 1907, the clutter and 
odor filling streets quickly drew notice of residents, increasing pressure 
on the city to negotiate with the strikers. Not for the last time, garbage 
collectors drew attention to their work with a successful labor action.25

Charwomen, Cleaners, and Janitors

Work removing wastes from streets, demolition sites, and public places 
grew. Work removing dirt from homes, businesses, and clothing also 
expanded, with racial and nativity dimensions to these occupational 
patterns similar to those found in garbage hauling.
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Domestic work in 1900, as it had been throughout the nineteenth 
century, was a major occupation for women. One-third of all employed 
women in the United States worked in some sort of service capac-
ity (about two million workers in homes, restaurants, and hotels), 
with more charwomen and maids employed as middle-class families 
employed someone else to do the cooking and more rigorous cleaning. 
Domestic service had been an entry point for women from Northern 
and Western Europe, including Irish women in large numbers start-
ing with the mass migration at mid-century. By the end of the century, 
women from Germany and the Slavic nations could find work clean-
ing houses in Northern homes without a lack of English-language flu-
ency hindering them. In the South, domestic cleaning work was almost 
monolithically the responsibility of African American women from the 
end of the Civil War onward.26

The occupations of charwoman and domestic cleaner grew after the 
Civil War, though status and pay remained low. Though several attempts 
to organize domestic workers occurred during this period (for example, 
300 Chicago-area domestic working women successfully negotiated 
union procedures to settle grievances with employers in 1901), work-
ers found it difficult to maintain labor organization, and job security 
was perilous.27

In 1910, foreign-born individuals made up 44 percent of charwomen 
and cleaners, children of at least one foreign-born parent made up 22 
percent, and native-born Americans born to native-born parents made 
up 36 percent. Ten years later, the percentage of native-born Americans 
born to native-born parents rose to 40 percent, still more than two stan-
dard deviations smaller than their proportion in the general population. 
Charwomen and cleaners were 45 percent foreign born and 15 percent 
born to at least one foreign-born parent.

Similar patterns emerged for janitors. In 1910, Americans born to 
native-born parents constituted less than half the occupation, and while 
that number grew to 52 percent in 1920, the majority of native-born 
individuals in this occupation category were African American men. 
The number of foreign-born individuals in each year was more than 
two standard deviations above their numbers in the general population.

Janitorial work was dirty and low status, but just as junk and scrap 
trading provided opportunities to Jews, it offered an economic strategy 
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for the African American men who performed it. The racial barriers 
that existed to many occupations were absent in janitorial work. For 
example, in 1889, Brittain Oxendine, a Reconstruction-era member of 
the North Carolina state legislature, fled the racial violence of the South 
for Seattle, Washington, where the only work he could find was as a 
janitor at the city’s largest newspaper, the Seattle Post-Intelligencer.28

In the 1920s, a group of African American janitors in Chicago orga-
nized the Service Employees International Union (SEIU) and had 
success unionizing janitors in New York City and Chicago, winning 
relatively good wages for the work. A majority of the janitors in Kansas 
City in 1920 were African American men, and as the historian Charles 
Edward Coulten observes, not only did the janitors receive regular 
wages, but the job might also come with living quarters for the janitor 
and his family. As residential segregation practices became more strin-
gent in Kansas City during the 1920s, the possibility of adequate living 
space was a significant benefit of the job. Janitorial work among Afri-
can Americans was so widespread in Kansas City that the local Urban 
League office instituted a Janitorial Training School in the 1930s to best 
place community members in the wake of massive unemployment and 
few opportunities in other occupations.29

Perspective on the status of janitors during this period may be 
gleaned from a survey that took place some years later. Between the 
fall of 1949 and winter of 1950, the sociologist Ray Gold interviewed 
thirty-seven Chicago-area janitors for his doctoral dissertation. Their 
responses helped him characterize how janitorial work could, even if 
the janitors were making good money, be stigmatized as “dirty work.” 
Although Chicago-area janitors received good wages in the years after 
the SEIU formed in 1921, the position itself was low status, owing, 
according to Gold, to the following factors: “(1) many janitors are 
foreign-born and therefore strange and suspicious; (2) the janitor is 
always seen to be wearing dirty clothes, so the tenants seem to feel that 
he habitually disregards cleanliness; (3) the janitor lives in the basement, 
which symbolizes his low status; and (4) the janitor removes the tenants’ 
garbage, which subserves him to them.”30

Gold also noted class and racial jealousy among tenants. One African 
American janitor expressed the resentment he received after purchasing 
a new car: “They say ‘How is the nigger with the big car?’ meaning I am 
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a ‘nigger’ because I got a Buick and my car is bigger than theirs.” Even 
in the period after janitors were able to organize for better wages and 
working conditions, their work remained dirty and demeaning.31

The Junk and Scrap Trade

Trade in junk and scrap was related to garbage hauling but involved 
different opportunities for economic mobility. Garbage removal was 
performed by a combination of public and private entities; few public 
entities engaged in the scrap trade until the era of recycling as an envi-
ronmental act came in the late twentieth century. For more than a cen-
tury before, such dealing was the provenance of thousands of businesses 
of varying size, loosely organized into a trading network collecting 
scrap from homes, worksites, dumps, and demolished buildings, pro-
cessing them, and returning the materials to manufacturing industries. 
(A related trade, taking in secondhand goods for either resale or charity, 
grew as households sought to remove old, unwanted goods that might 
still have utility in someone else’s home.)32

A common thread in the histories of American Jewish families is 
having a father or uncle in the junk trade. Jewish involvement in the 
scrap trade transcends settlement patterns by region or urbanization. 
Lee Shai Weissbach, the pre-eminent historian of small-town Ameri-
can Jewry, observed that “a remarkable number of Jewish men in small-
town America” got their start as junk dealers. Jews moved to towns like 
Roswell, New Mexico, to establish a scrap trade; rare was the small-
town junk dealer at the turn of the twentieth century who was not a Jew 
who was either an immigrant or the son of immigrants from Eastern 
Europe.33 Furthermore, junk was the vehicle that propelled many East-
ern European Jews into the heartland — ​often the initial Jews to settle 
in small towns worked in junk. Weissbach notes that of the thirty-five 
Eastern European-born heads of Jewish households listed in the census 
of Appleton, Wisconsin, in 1920, 40 percent were in the junk business.34

Most sanitary occupations grew owing to a growing concern over 
the definition of waste as filth. The trades in junk, scrap, rags, and 
other secondary materials grew in part because more people were dis-
posing of old materials under that working definition but also owing 
to increased attention to the definition of waste as squandered value. 
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Industries extracted value from nature as primary sources, transform-
ing forests into lumber, ore beneath the planet’s crust into metals, and 
plants into fibers. Railroads, mills, shipyards, publishers, construction 
companies, and, by the early twentieth century, automobile manufac-
turers had hearty demands for the raw materials that would become 
mass-produced goods.35

American waste trading emerged as an industry over the course of 
the nineteenth century. The first period of growth concerned linen 
and cotton rags, in part because more clothing was available to Ameri-
cans in the early nineteenth century, but primarily because there was 
new demand for these rags. Machinery that mechanized paper making 
proliferated across New England by 1820, making mass production of 
books and documents possible. Bleached and dried rags were fodder for 
paper production, and the largest scrap trade through the Civil War was 
in salvaged textiles.36

During and after the Civil War, demand for ferrous scrap metal 
expanded. In part this was due to the expanding importance of iron 
and steel in structuring industrial society, including building construc-
tion, transportation, tools, and agriculture. Steel fabrication, particu-
larly after the proliferation of the open-hearth process of production, 
allowed for the use of scrap iron to forge new, stronger steel. Similar 
techniques allowed for the recycling of copper. The abundance of scrap 
metal in demolition sites, from homes, and from industry made it more 
affordable to harvest than digging into the earth for iron ore.37

The growing cities provided many sources for scavengers. City dumps 
replaced streets as centers for refuse, allowing scavengers to sort post-
consumer waste at centralized locations.38 Enterprising peddlers traded 
new consumer products for obsolete household items. The urban poor 
had opportunities to generate income from scavenging and selling their 
collections to junk shops or mills.39

Rural hinterlands beyond city centers provided opportunities to 
reclaim old materials. I. H. Schlezinger was a Jewish immigrant from 
Austria-Hungary who came to Columbus at the turn of the twenti-
eth century. His son Edward recalled that I. H. worked as a peddler, 
going out in the country with his horse and wagon to visit the area 
farmers. “The women would give him orders to bring out to them 
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things — ​to pick up for them — ​and then he would trade — ​trading — ​it 
was called — ​then if they accumulated — ​like the husbands had a pile of 
old iron on the farm — ​scrap iron — ​he would take that in return.”40 Thus 
households and farms produced commodities for industry as well as 
consuming them.

My family history reflects Schlezinger’s experience. Austrian Jew 
Abraham Zimring left Vienna in 1904. Landing at Ellis Island, he imme-
diately set out for Waterloo, a small town in northeastern Iowa, where 
a “cousin” — ​in actuality an acquaintance from Austria who was not a 
blood relative — ​had prospects for Abraham traveling from farm to farm 
collecting scrapped equipment and kitchenware. He continued this work 
as he sent for his wife and children, never making much money and 
eventually abandoning the trade to work in tobacco and liquor sales.41

Over 90 percent of the American labor force trading in junk, how-
ever, was urban, reflecting the more concentrated wastes and access to 
customers in cities. Historical accounts of American cities in the nine-
teenth century suggest heavy participation by immigrants in scaveng-
ing, junk collecting, and scrap dealing in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries, and demographic data indicate that this suggestion 
is accurate. A correlation between place of birth and occupation in the 
1880 Integrated Public Use Microdata Series (IPUMS) sample indicates 
that over 70 percent of the workers in the waste trades in 1880 were born 
in Europe. The typical waste trade worker in 1880 was a male, married, 
head-of-household born in Europe, with the largest groups coming 
from Germany, Ireland, and Poland. While narrative accounts suggest 
women continued to scavenge, they did not enumerate “waste trade” 
as their occupation, indicating a limit in enumerators’ questions that 
may have accentuated the gendered nature of the work. (It is possible 
that individuals who scavenged to augment household incomes did not 
identify themselves as scavengers to the Census.)42

The census data identifying work with waste materials as an almost 
uniformly male activity conflicts with anecdotal accounts of female 
scavengers yet also reflects a growing formalization and gendering of the 
industry. While men and women alike had scavenged dumps, streets, 
demolition sites, and the waterfront, the Census did not enumerate 
women as being employed in the waste trades, possibly owing to bias by 
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enumerators to identify individuals working in scrap yards as workers 
and not enumerate scavengers. Furthermore, if a wife helped her hus-
band keep the books for the business, as was common, she would not be 
enumerated as a junk worker. It is possible that Census data collection 
methods reduce documenting women’s roles in the trade.

The Census’s methods also revealed a very white workforce — ​if we 
consider whiteness as defined by the Census with caveats over how 
“white” native-born Americans viewed Jews, Italians, and Slavs between 
1870 and 1930. Most of the men enumerated were classified as white (93 
percent) as opposed to African American or Chinese. As with the data 
indicating that waste trade workers were mostly male, the conclusions 
defining a white workforce may have been a function of the method 
used to enumerate workers. Stories of African Americans working as 
scavengers in Northern cities abound: African Americans worked as 
yard labor in urban scrap yards and ran secondhand goods and junk 
businesses in the South. These individuals, however, may have been 
missed by the Census. Transient scavengers (regardless of race or sex) 
likely were not listed as waste trade workers if they were even recorded 
for the Census. And while African American junk shop owners may 
have had stable businesses, they may not have tapped into the industrial 
network feeding large mills, perhaps causing census takers to not con-
sider them with the larger workforce. Finally, even individuals work-
ing in yards that were in that industrial network were often people who 
worked multiple jobs or were employed seasonally and may not have 
described themselves primarily as waste trade workers to the census 
takers. The Southern and Eastern European male image of the waste 
trades as developed by Census information is overwhelming, but it may 
be obscuring a more varied portrait of the business of reclamation and 
waste management in the late nineteenth century.

Keeping reservations about biases involving race and gender in mind, 
the Census provides a portrait in keeping with the idea that the waste 
trades offered opportunities for European immigrant men who wished 
to start their own businesses. A large proportion of the individuals 
born in Germany and Poland were likely Jewish, though the 1880 Cen-
sus does not feature a positive indicator of Jewish status, such as native 
tongue. By 1920, so many Jews — ​many fleeing repression in Russia and 



Dirty Work, Dirty Workers  |  125

the Ukraine — ​had started businesses trading in scrap iron, rags, and 
other secondary materials that the public face of the scrap dealer was 
the face of a Jew.

The 1920 Census allows for a more precise measure of Jewish iden-
tity than does the 1880 Census. As Susan Cotts Watkins observed in 
her work on the 1910 Census, the presence of native tongue of both the 
enumerated individual and the individual’s parents as a category allows 
for the most precise measure of Jewish identity in census records. As 
Jews were the only group likely to identify Yiddish or Hebrew as a native 
tongue, identifying Yiddish-speaking individuals (and the children of 
Yiddish-speaking individuals) as Jews is a reasonable inference.43

Sixty-eight percent of the junk workers in the 1920 IPUMS were from 
countries in Eastern and Central Europe, where Jews had emigrated 
from in large numbers over the previous four decades. A majority of 
the junk workers from Eastern Europe spoke a native tongue of Yiddish, 
Hebrew, or “Jewish.” Even leaving aside the caveat that this technique 
may omit Jewish individuals whose mother tongue may have been 
recorded as Russian, German, or another language, defining workers’ 
ethnicity by native tongue indicates that first-generation Jewish immi-
grants were by far the most represented group in America’s junk trade 
in 1920. Contemporary observations agree with the statistics. By the 
mid-1930s, the editors of Fortune estimated that the scrap metal indus-
try was 90 percent Jewish owned.44

The rag trade that dominated secondary material trading for most 
of the nineteenth century included a large proportion of Italian-born 
workers in the late nineteenth century. An 1874 Chicago Daily Tribune 
report on their living conditions decried the squalor in racial terms:

From the underground burrow, called the basement, to the topmost gar-
ret, the houses are filled with Italians — ​men, women, and children — ​of 
the lowest order. Their chief vocation is the noble art of rag-
picking, and the entire charnel-house smells of tainted raiment, 
steeped in swill beer and stale alcohol. The men who hang around the 
place are the lowest types of human society — ​almost black — ​a cross 
between Polish Jews and the very worst class of plantation darkies. It is 
impossible to suppose that these beings have in their veins the blood of 
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the conquerors of the ancient world. They must have descended from 
the camp-followers of Hannibal who sojourned many years in the sunny 
plains of Italy.45

The large Jewish and Italian representation in the scrap metal and 
rag trades was in part due to the mass waves of immigration from East-
ern Europe coinciding with the growth of demand for scrap materials 
by American industry; certainly the timing provided easy entry into a 
trade where demand was high, initial investment costs were low, and 
an individual who could assess good material from worthless material 
and offer the goods to an industrial customer could enjoy rapid upward 
economic mobility.46

Timing was an important reason for the presence of Jewish immi-
grants in the scrap trade, but the goals and needs of the immigrants 
were also crucial. Jews in both Europe and the United States had a long 
tradition of entrepreneurial activities from peddling to shop keeping. 
For Jews, the impulse to start a business was due in part to the advan-
tages of not having a supervisor who could discriminate against their 
religious practices, fire them at will, or refuse to hire them. The histo-
rian Alan Kraut argued that, even if a shopkeeper or peddler’s income 
was lower than a factory worker’s, business ownership provided more 
freedoms, including the ability to close early on Fridays.47

One dimension to the expansion of the waste trades is that they pro-
vided opportunities at a time when other occupations were declining. 
Jewish immigrants in the United States had peddled produce and other 
goods and operated a variety of shops since the first era of mass migra-
tion from Germany in the middle of the nineteenth century. The skills 
and logistics in the scrap trade were similar to those of the produce 
trade. Both required little initial capital investment yet required evalu-
ation of inventories suitable for sale, as well as the ability to network 
with other buyers and sellers. Census data support the historian Oli-
ver Pollak’s contention that the retail peddler trade was on the wane by 
the turn of the century as competition from established shops led to a 
loss of customers. Junk peddlers benefited from mass consumerism and 
planned obsolescence, and junk peddling became a growth occupation 
for newcomers who had little capital or established clientele.48
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Jewish participation in New York City’s secondhand goods trade 
was widespread by 1880, including scrap yards, junk shops, and pawn-
brokers. A New York Times report in 1866 on the trade in stolen goods 
observed that Jews had “a monopoly of the pawnbroking business in 
this City, and many of them have acquired great wealth nearby. They 
are sharp and shrewd, always driving a hard bargain.” A combination 
of natural talents and constant practice, the Times argued, “made them 
as good judges of human nature as they are of the value of an article. 
They can tell at a glance whether or not their customer is a constant 
visitor at the pawnbroker’s counter, and woe be to the individual whose 
manner shows him or her to be a novice in such transactions.”49 Dealers 
in secondhand goods were not respectable citizens but “low, degraded 
people, of Irish origin generally, although many who speak the German 
language are engaged in the business.” The “degraded people” reflected 
both xenophobia and middle-class disgust of the trade.50

As the New York Times report made clear, Jews were one of several 
immigrant groups who traded junk and scrap after 1880. Traders in 
junk deviated from the occupational patterns in garbage collection in 
that the vast majority enumerated throughout the period were individ-
uals born in the United States to two foreign-born parents, with that 
category containing all of the individuals in the occupation in the 1910 
sample and most of the individuals in the 1920 sample. When this occu-
pation is analyzed by native tongue of the individual and of the individ-
ual’s parents, the 1920 sample reveals that individuals speaking Yiddish, 
Hebrew, “Jewish,” or Russian — ​who collectively constituted approxi-
mately 1 percent of the American population — ​constituted 58 percent 
of all individuals trading in junk in the United States. Individuals whose 
native tongue was either English or not available constituted 21 percent 
of the traders in junk. Other language groups represented in traders in 
junk well above their numbers in the general population included Ital-
ian (11 percent), German (4 percent), and Roumanian (4 percent).51 In 
the 1920 sample, 100 percent of traders in junk were individuals born in 
the United States to two foreign-born parents.

As opportunities to sell scrap to mills increased, more small busi-
nesses founded by immigrants clustered in cities. Without established 
businesses filling demand, newcomers starting out with little more than 
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a sack of bottles, a pushcart full of scrap metal, and a small list of local 
customers found a way into entrepreneurship.52

Some scrap and junk businesses operated out of the yard or house 
of the proprietor, producing sounds, odors, and sights that neighbors 
might find objectionable. A junkyard might be founded by a peddler 
who had raised enough money from door-to-door inquiries or scaveng-
ing to buy land. The yard would then purchase collections from other 
peddlers and sell them to mills. The demand for ferrous scrap during 
World War I saw a new type of dealer emerge. With enough capital, a 
junk dealer might purchase warehouses and become a broker, combin-
ing purchases from several yards and shipping them to, say, the Ford 
Motor Company. Within thirty years (and two generations), the Luria 
Brothers business of Reading, Pennsylvania, grew from one junkyard 
founded by Jewish immigrant patriarch Hirsch Luria to a brokerage in 
sixteen cities operated by his sons.53

Labor in these new, small businesses often involved relatives. Luria 
Brothers drafted several members of the Luria family into service in 
the yards in the early years, and many firms employed their children 
once they became old enough to handle tools in the yard. As an adult, 
Louis Galamba recalled that “Father opened a waste material business 
[in Webb City, Missouri, in 1903] and in 1905 I assisted him after school 
hours and worked during vacation periods.” The business thrived, and 
Galamba grew up to be president of the international trading firm 
Sonken-Galamba half a century after his after-school labors.54

Decisions concerning firm growth depended upon both market 
forces and family structure. Though hard decisions concerning the 
direction of the business were common, an individual attempting to 
start a firm could do so without worrying too much about financing. 
Immigrants could enter the scrap industry with minimal investments 
in technology. Scavengers and peddlers could function with little more 
than a sack. Peddlers often invested in pushcarts or rented horses and 
buggies in order to increase the amount of materials they could col-
lect. The low level of capital needed to start in the industry was one 
condition that allowed immigrants opportunities to start scrap busi-
nesses. The rigors of the work constituted another condition. Most 
of the labor involved manual sorting. When and where the trade was 
mechanized, the technology employed in scrap yards increased the 
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hazards of an already-dangerous industry. Cranes tipped over. Alligator 
shears and sledge hammers could speed processing of metal, but they 
also resulted in the loss of fingers, hands, and arms in mishaps.55 Gas 
torches elevated the possibility of burns and explosions in yards. Scrap 
yard workers risked death and dismemberment as they turned junk into 
usable commodities.56

At the end of World War I, the United States had experienced half 
a century of heavy industrialization and mass immigration. Both fac-
tors transformed the waste trades to the extent that by 1920 dealers in 
rags, old metals, and other secondary materials had established a multi
million dollar industry operated in large part by men whose families 
had not lived in the United States forty years previously. Demand for 
scrap iron during World War I made ferrous metal — ​already becom-
ing a standard material for industrial production — ​even more valuable, 
expanding the market and making some dealers wealthy men.

If the trade in junk and scrap differed from garbage collection in that 
demand from manufacturers could generate significant income to junk 
traders, these two waste trades shared similar problems. The emergence 
of garbage and scrap as trades dominated by foreign-born entrepre-
neurs led to stereotypes of crime and fraud. Complaints by dissatisfied 
customers and Progressive reformers were couched in rhetoric that con-
flated the scrap dealer’s unethical business practices with his status as a 
mysterious, unscrupulous foreigner, related to the Shylock characters 
perpetuated in European and American folklore since European Jews 
were accused of usury in the Middle Ages. By the late nineteenth cen-
tury, the crooked Fagin in Charles Dickens’s Oliver Twist represented 
popular perceptions of the child-corrupting, thieving Jew. Official cor-
respondence and trade journals were more reserved in their criticism 
but warned customers that scrap dealing was done largely by foreigners 
and “classes of collectors who are constantly going beyond the limit of 
the law”57 and that one must be cautious in dealing with “a firm com-
posed entirely of Jews.”58

The demographics of the scrap trade did not change much between 
1920 and 1930. Despite the era of mass immigration coming to a close, a 
full 58 percent of individuals identified as retail dealers of junk and rags 
in 1930 were foreign born. An additional 15 percent were native born 
to at least one immigrant parent. Only 27 percent were native born to 
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native-born parents. African Americans were represented in the popu-
lation of junk and rag dealers more than two standard deviations less 
than their representation in the general population. African Americans 
either could not or did not enter in this occupation that could serve 
as an opportunity for business owning. In the first third of the twenti-
eth century, the junk and scrap trade was highly masculine and almost 
monolithically immigrant oriented, and the Census statistics reinforce 
contemporary attitudes that Jewish men dominated the trade.

Laundry

The growing laundry business in some respects paralleled the scrap 
trade. Both emerging trades offered foreign-born individuals the 
opportunity to start new businesses, and both trades have stereotypical 
associations with particular immigrant groups. The history of laundry 
during this period is notably distinct in its labor structure. The half cen-
tury after the Civil War saw transformation of laundry from work done 
largely by hand in homes to mechanized systems in facilities that could 
be run by one person or staffed by dozens under complex managerial 
structures. By 1920, affluent and middle-class Americans could contract 
out the cleaning of their clothes on a regular basis.

The 1860 Census lists a majority of laundry workers in the United 
States as Chinese. Asian American men were limited in available occu-
pations, restricted from professional occupations such as medicine and 
teaching. Laundry work, however, was open to them, both as employ-
ees and as business owners. Like scrap for Jews, laundry for Chinese in 
many communities in the Northern and Western states became a niche 
occupation. Not only could marginalized immigrants find work in these 
fields, but enterprising men could start businesses of their own. The ini-
tial niche became self-perpetuating, so that at the end of the twentieth 
century, laundries owned and operated by Chinese men remained com-
mon in much of the United States.59

The “Chinese laundryman” was an American phenomenon. “The 
Chinese laundryman does not learn his trade in China; there are no 
laundries in China,” stated Lee Chew, who arrived in America in the 
early 1860s. “The women there do the washing in tubs and have no 
washboards or flat irons. All the Chinese laundrymen here were taught 
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in the first place by American women just as I was taught.” In China, 
observed Chin Foo Wong of New York, laundry work was a “woman’s 
occupation,” and men did not “step into it for fear of losing their 
social standing.”60

Why did Chinese men in America enter this line of work? Unlike the 
retail or restaurant business, a laundry could be opened with a small 
capital outlay of from seventy-five to two hundred dollars. The entre-
preneurial rationale is similar to why European-born Jews became scrap 
dealers in the United States. In laundry, as with scrap and junk, the 
opportunity structure for recent immigrants to open these businesses 
during this period was very high — ​strong demand for their services, yet 
with few established firms from native-born entrepreneurs as competi-
tion. Further, each business could be started with minimal capital costs. 
Much of the dirty work in which the workers were also the firm owners 
were in such businesses, rather than in large factories. The requirements 
were minimal: a stove, a trough, a dry room, a sleeping apartment, a 
sign, and the willingness to spend almost every waking hour of one’s 
day washing other people’s clothes. A Chinese laundryman did not need 
to speak much English to operate his business. “In this sort of menial 
labor,” said one, “I can get along speaking only ‘yes’ and ‘no.’ ” He could 
also manage without knowing numbers. “Being illiterate, he could not 
write the numbers,” another laundryman said, describing a fellow oper-
ator. “He had a way and what a way! See, he would draw a circle as big 
as a half dollar coin to represent a half dollar, and a circle as big as a 
dime for a dime, and so on. When the customers came in to call for 
their laundry, they would catch on to the meaning of the circles and 
pay accordingly.”61

But if “Chinese laundrymen” had reasons to be drawn to this work, 
they were also pushed into it by racial barriers. Laundry work was one 
of the few opportunities that were open to Chinese. “Men of other 
nationalities who are jealous of the Chinese have raised such a great 
outcry about Chinese cheap labor that they have shut him out of work-
ing on farms or in factories or building railroads or making streets or 
digging sewers,” explained Lee Chew. “So he opens a laundry.”

Chew’s experience took him from rural to urban settings. Initially 
opening up a laundry in the West to service railroad workers and min-
ers, he left when drunken miners destroyed the business. He then went 
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east to Chicago, operating a laundry for three years, then moved on to 
four years in Detroit. After returning to China in 1897, one year later he 
began a laundry business in Buffalo.62

The “Chinese laundry” represented a retreat into self-employment 
from a narrowly restricted labor market. “You couldn’t work in the cigar 
factories or the jute or woolen mills any more — ​all the Chinese had 
been driven out,” elderly Chinese men later sadly recalled. “About all 
they could be was laundrymen or vegetable peddlers then.” In the 1900 
Census of Population, about one quarter of all employed men of Chi-
nese ancestry living in the United States worked in a laundry.63

The laundry trade by this time had started to evolve so that Chinese 
representation as a fraction of the workforce in laundry was shrink-
ing. This was less due to alternative labor options for Chinese men as 
it was to demand for more laundry work throughout the United States. 
Between 1850 and 1920, the representation of native-born whites and 
blacks rose and individuals of Chinese origin shrank until the vast 
majority of people employed in laundry services were native born to 
native-born parents. Most of the people working in laundry services 
enumerated by the 1920 Census were white; however, all laundry work 
was not equal. By 1920, when the Census broke laundry work into dif-
ferent occupations, management and ownership was significantly more 
represented by whites, and laborers by African Americans.

Drake and Cayton observed in Chicago in 1930 that about 3,000 
women earned their living by washing clothes in the homes of their 
employers or by taking laundry to their own homes, and of these, over 
half were African American women. They observed the toils of one 
such woman: “She is expected to do all the washing, including the linen 
and towels as well as all the clothes for the five members of the family. 
She is supposed to finish the work — ​that is iron the entire wash — ​and 
then clean the house thoroughly — ​all for $2 a day.”64

The burdens of laundry work observed in Chicago extended to 
the South. Successful laundries could make their owners wealthy. For 
example, Henry Loeb, Sr., a man of German Jewish ancestry, founded 
Loeb’s Laundries in Memphis in 1887. Employing hundreds of African 
American women to wash the clothes, Loeb generated enough revenue 
to purchase competing laundries, consolidating them into the largest 
laundry business in the city. As a result, he became one of the wealthiest 
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individuals in Memphis. The historian Tera Hunter observed that, as 
discretionary income among nineteenth-century women increased, 
they contracted out laundry to other people so they might avoid the 
onerous chore of washing clothes all day. Even poor urban women 
might send out at least some of their wash. Options by the end of the 
nineteenth century in Northern cities included sending dirty clothes to 
large commercial laundries. The South did not adopt mechanized laun-
dry technology as quickly, and instead laundry continued to be largely 
manual labor, with both affluent and poor whites sending out laundry 
to African American women.65

This work might be completed in the homes of upper- or middle-
class employers, but most laundresses worked in their own homes and 
neighborhoods, where segregation in housing and segregation in work 
endured, with whites concerned about contagion caused by sending 
dirty work to black neighborhoods where “stinkin’ nigger wimmin” (in 
the words of one customer) performed the necessary work to rid the 
clothes of filth.66

Hunter observed that Atlanta’s trade in laundry grew significantly 
after the Civil War. By the end of the 1870s, demand for laundry services 
in the city had not led to higher wages, and laundry workers organized 
to strike for better pay. In 1879 and 1880 Atlanta’s washerwomen had 
already engaged in one major strike and had formed a short-lived pro-
tective association. In the summer of 1881, concerned over inadequate 
pay, they formed a new organization, the Washing Society, and called a 
strike. The resulting protest was the largest among African Americans 
in Atlanta during the late nineteenth century.67

Although laundry was not considered high-status work, the impor-
tance of clean clothes allowed the striking workers to demonstrate resis-
tance. The Washing Society recruited non-affiliated washerwomen to 
the strike, some of whom had already taken in wash loads. Convinced 
to join immediately, they returned the clothes unwashed or wet. Pres-
sure from employers led the police to arrest organizers of the strike 
(among them Matilda Crawford, Sallie Bell, Carrie Jones, Dora Jones, 
Orphelia Turner, and Sarah A. Collier), charging them with disorderly 
conduct and quarreling and fining them $5.00 each, except for Col-
lier, who received a $20.00 assessment that she refused to pay. Collier 
was then sentenced to a chain gang for forty days. This did not end the 
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strike, which extended to some white laundresses (likely poor, single, 
widowed, and Irish) in Atlanta. Within three weeks, the strike grew 
from twenty workers to three thousand, facilitated by communal laun-
dry work allowing mobilization and coordination to spread rapidly. 
Despite the success in organizing, laundresses continued to earn low 
wages, resulting in another strike ten years later.68

Which is not to say that washerwomen lacked agency. Some women 
took laundry into their homes, allowing them to set their own daily 
routines as they soaked, wrung, and dried other people’s clothing. Such 
work augmented the family budgets of married women.

Laundry wages remained low in Northern cities, where mechaniza-
tion reduced menial work yet did not elevate the remaining work to 
skilled status. Most of Chicago’s laundry in 1930 was done in large com-
mercial enterprises employing about 15,000 workers. Drake and Cay-
ton calculated that, in 1930, 55.4 percent of all the women working in 
Chicago’s laundries were African American, as were 26.3 percent of 
the men working as semi-skilled operatives in the industry. The scale 
of Chicago laundries was amenable to labor organizing, with local 
workers affiliating with the American Federation of Labor by the end 
of the 1930s (including about 2,000 white members and 8,000 African 
American members).69

By 1930, technological changes shaped the service sector, with indus-
trial machinery replacing human energy for many tasks. The mecha-
nization of household sanitation — ​which, the historian Ruth Schwartz 
Cowan observed ironically, led to both higher sanitary standards and 
more hours spent by women using the new technologies to keep a clean 
home — ​was not complete; however, laundry had been transformed 
from what it had been half a century earlier. The technological advances 
did not lead to a more egalitarian society. The work of turning dirty 
clothes clean fell disproportionately upon black women.70

In the 1930 IPUMS sample, 355,154 individuals were enumerated in 
the occupation “launderers and laundresses — ​not in laundry, other 
domestic and personal service,” with the vast majority native-born Afri-
can Americans. This was an acutely distinctive pattern compared to 
other sanitary work in 1930.

While native-born whites made up a slight majority of laundry 
deliverymen, they were represented at a rate more than two standard 
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deviations less than their representation in the general population. 
Foreign-born individuals and the children of foreign-born individu-
als were represented at more than two standard deviations greater than 
would be expected. African Americans, Chinese, Japanese, and Pacific 
Islanders were represented at more that two standard deviations smaller 
than would be expected. Overall, however, the participation of African 
Americans in laundry services of some sort remained far higher than 
their representation in the general population.

The Sanitary Labor Force in 1930

Sanitary services developed to fill new societal demands concerning 
hygiene after the Civil War. Context and opportunity shaped specific 
sanitary occupation structures, but the people employed to perform 
these services between 1870 and 1930 were, well beyond their repre-
sentation in the general population, foreign born or African American. 
White Americans born to native-born parents were far less likely to 
engage in the sanitary occupations.

If the rhetoric of “clean and white” marginalized non-white people 
into dirty work, it also unwittingly provided economic opportunities. In 
some cases, the white revulsion to handling waste allowed marginalized 
people to become entrepreneurs. In the face of overwhelming discrimi-
nation, often the only path to business ownership for Chinese men was 
owning laundries. This was true not only in Western states but also in 
large cities of the North, such as New York and Chicago. Thousands 
of first- and second-generation Jewish immigrants started businesses 
collecting and trading scrap metal. Hundreds of Italian scavengers in 
and around San Francisco formed collectives that created the modern 
garbage-hauling systems for the Bay Area.

Opportunities for advancement existed but were limited. Competi-
tion among waste-related businesses was fierce. In rare cases, a scrap or 
garbage-hauling firm could become the source of wealth, and the histo-
ries of scrap recycling and garbage have a few famous cases, such as the 
development of Waste Management, Inc., from Harm Huizenga’s family 
operation. For the most part, however, these waste handling firms com-
peted against each other. They eked out livings when times were good 
and struggled to survive when depressions and recessions hit.
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Although the work involved was dirty, identifying the people who 
performed it as unskilled labor does a disservice to their efforts. The 
skills required to ably perform this work were many. Not everyone 
could succeed as a scrap peddler or as a laundry operator. A laundry 
worker lacking the fortitude to work long, hard hours would deliver 
shabby clothing that would cause customers to turn to another of the 
many options they had for the service. A scrap dealer who could see 
commodities in the junk-heap yet was unable to identify appropriate 
market prices for them would soon lack customers. Failure came too 
easily to those who could not perform these jobs that so many indus-
tries and consumers needed to have done.

Yet the skills for dirty work — ​skills necessary for consumers and 
producing industries and vital to the health of communities — ​were not 
valued as skills by most Americans. Popular stereotypes of these work-
ers presented them as dirty people of low morals and intelligence and 
unworthy of public respect. These were not jobs that the American Fed-
eration of Labor, the Knights of Labor, or the various craft guilds that 
developed in the nineteenth century found worthy of organizing. The 
Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO), founded much later in the 
period, had a different philosophy, attempting to organize workers in 
trades ignored by many of the other unions. Several CIO attempts to 
organize scrap yard workers took place in the 1930s. But the CIO was an 
exception. Whether it be due to racial attitudes or a lack of respect for 
the work itself, few considered work in the waste trades skilled.71

The evolving structure of laundry services as dominated by native-
born African Americans by 1930 anticipated trends that would develop 
in other sanitary occupations after World War II. Definitions of white-
ness evolved after the war. Burdens of waste and waste work continued 
to fall heavily on those who were not considered white, and changing 
criteria shaping white identity resulted in removing many Americans 
from the perils of not being white.
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The conflation of non-white skin with dirt formalized spatial relation-
ships in American society during the twentieth century. Central cities’ 
association with dirt, codified in Jefferson’s time, grew complicated. 
Cities became cleaner in many important respects. Waste was a far less 
acute urban public health hazard in 1920 than it was in 1870. Modern 
sewer and water treatment systems greatly reduced the spread of epi-
demic diseases in cities, and the population of the United States was 
majority urban for the first time in the 1920 Census. Cities improved 
their abilities to keep their residents alive.

Urban association with dirt and grime continued, however. The 
urban response to industrial wastes was far less aggressive than the 
urban response to biological wastes. Lacking an immediate public 
health threat, smoke and water pollution associated with industrial pro-
ductivity continued to make urban life aesthetically dirty.

In keeping with Jefferson’s pastoral ideal, those urbanites with 
the means to do so longed to live on the cleaner periphery of urban 
areas. Transportation advances in the form of commuter rail, and 
then mass-marketed automobiles, allowed for residential develop-
ments several miles away from central cities, their factories, and their 
wastes. By the time the United States became majority urban in 1920, 
suburban developments had emerged as refuges from the dirty cit-
ies. Developers actively marketed their new communities as innately 
cleaner than urban dwellings. The new suburban residential develop-
ments represented an escape from urban dirt. They also represented 
an escape for self-identified white people from the racial impurity of 
diverse urban populations. Racially restrictive covenants prevented 
owners of houses within subdivisions from selling to African Ameri-
cans or Jews. Mass suburbanization, which began with transportation 
advances at the end of the nineteenth century and accelerated after 
World War II thanks to a combination of federal regulations and a 
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growing economy, represented an escape from undesirable space with 
undesirable neighbors.1

Within cities, spatial reorganization that conflated the locations of 
waste materials and non-white people became concentrated between 
1915 and 1960. University of Chicago Settlement House founder Mary 
McDowell addressed the City Club of Chicago in 1913, castigating a 
local lawyer whom she quoted as saying: “Gentlemen, in every great city 
there must be a part of that city segregated for unpleasant things, and 
of course, you know that people in that part of town are generally not 
sensitive.” McDowell found the sentiment “outrageous” and urged Chi-
cago’s leaders to ensure sanitary conditions for all in the city.2

At the time McDowell quoted the insensitive lawyer, unsanitary con-
ditions were common for the immigrants who had recently arrived in 
the city from Europe and Mexico, as well as Chicago’s African American 
community. In the decade after her appearance at the City Club, how-
ever, spatial dynamics within Chicago and in cities across the United 
States altered the exposure of particular peoples to unsanitary condi-
tions. The changing dynamic was anticipated by the Chicago poet Carl 
Sandburg. One day, not long after World War I had ended, Sandburg 
observed the action on a streetcorner on the South Side of Chicago. He 
recounted how an African American woman and three of her children 
were walking on the block of Michigan Avenue and East 31st Street. Just 
a couple months removed from life in Alabama, this family was part of 
the Great Migration that swelled the population of Chicago. Suddenly, 
Sandburg saw a big limousine swing to the curb. “A colored man steps 
out, touches his hat to the mother and children and gives them the sur-
prise of their lives.” Sandburg recalled the man from the limousine lec-
turing the family:

We don’t do this up here. It isn’t good for us colored folks to send our 
children out on the streets like this. We’re all working together to do the 
best we can. One thing we’re particular about is the way we take the little 
ones out on the streets.

They ought to look as if they’re washed clean all over. And they ought 
to have shoes and stockings and hats and clean shirts on. Now you go 
home and see to that. If you haven’t got the money to do it, come and see 
me. Here’s my card.3
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Sandburg saw the man give the mother the card of a banker and real 
estate man at an office where they collected rent monthly from over 
1,000 African American tenants, thus introducing her to the existing 
network of African American businesses and communities in Chicago. 
Sandburg noted that such stories were common, as between 1914 and 
1918 Chicago had become home to more than 70,000 African Ameri-
cans arriving from the South.

The newcomers had an adjustment period from life in the rural South, 
one, Sandburg argued, that included different standards of sanitation in 
their new home. In Chicago, he observed, now they have learned what 
garbage cans are for. “From all sides the organized and intelligent forces 
of the colored people have hammered home the suggestion that every 
mistake of one colored man or woman may result in casting a reflec-
tion on the whole group. The theory is, ‘Be clean for your own sake, but 
remember that every good thing you do goes to the credit of all of us.’ ”4

The experience of Chicago between World War I and 1960 is impor-
tant for understanding the spatial reorganization of waste management 
processes in the United States during this period. While Chicago is 
especially well documented by journalists and sociologists, the social, 
economic, and political forces that altered the city’s demography were at 
work throughout the nation, as were the cultural attitudes concerning 
waste and hygiene. The appeals to cleanliness that Sandburg observed in 
Chicago were being made in African American communities across the 
nation. The insistence upon “hammering home” the lesson was being 
made because hygiene just might be an effective weapon in resisting the 
racist discrimination facing African American communities experienc-
ing a new upheaval. The American people in 1919 had just experienced 
two waves of mass migrations to and within the country and were about 
to embark on an unprecedented racial segregation of residential space, 
a change that continues to affect the spatial organization of people, 
resources, and wastes in the United States.

An Urban Nation

The first step of this change was intensive urbanization. If Chicago’s 
ascent to metropolitan giant was the most dramatic, it was not in isola-
tion. In 1920, for the first time, the U.S. Census of Population recorded 
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more Americans living in urban areas than in rural areas. From New 
York City to San Francisco, Minneapolis to New Orleans, the size of cit-
ies grew in terms of both population and physical structures. New York 
City annexed Brooklyn at the same time skyscrapers with steel infra-
structure reshaped its skyline.5

The systems required to keep these cities functioning were largely 
in place by 1920. No perfect system to manage garbage existed, and 
reliance upon incinerators and dumps varied from municipality to 
municipality. Yet a consensus in urban waste disposal had emerged: 
waste should be removed not only from the home but also from the 
neighborhood as completely and as quickly as possible. Cities allocated 
their budgets to develop departments of streets and sanitation to ensure 
clean neighborhoods.

The task was formidable. Cities with millions of inhabitants pro-
duced far more sewage, garbage, and rubbish in 1920 than had been 
generated a mere half century earlier. Further, per capita disposal had 
increased as personal hygiene standards were raised. Cities were more 
crowded than Americans ever remembered.6

Were cities dirtier? That is arguable. By 1920, the automobile had 
largely (if not completely) displaced the horse from the urban road, 
greatly reducing the solid waste problem of horse manure from the 
streets. Municipal sanitation workers could concentrate more on 
removing the influx of garbage from neighborhoods rather than dealing 
with horses.7

The achievements of municipalities to address the biological waste 
hazards of contaminated water in the late nineteenth century allowed 
cities to continue to house unprecedented densities of humanity. Water 
treatment and sewage had made considerable strides by 1920. Indoor 
plumbing was not universal, not in the most crowded tenements, yet 
it was widespread — ​a key factor in the elimination of typhoid epidem-
ics. By 1920, 87 percent of Americans living in urban communities had 
access to sewer systems that effectively reduced instances of epidemic 
disease. Engineers’ claims that urban water was cleaner and safer in 1920 
than it was in 1880 had a basis in fact.8

The air, however, had not cleared. Both industrial production and the 
requirements of home heating relied heavily upon fossil fuels. Coal — ​
abundant in fields throughout Appalachia and the Midwest — ​remained 
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the most affordable fuel factories, trains, and home furnaces could use. 
Yet coal, particularly the soft bituminous coal found in the Midwest, 
produced thick, black smoke dense with particulate matter. On cold 
days when home use of coal was heavy, Pittsburgh’s skies appeared black 
at noon. Boosters and local newspapers in St. Louis, Chicago, Cincin-
nati, and Pittsburgh bickered as they claimed any city other than the 
claimant’s home was far smokier.9

Smoke control was perhaps the great challenge in municipal house-
keeping between the wars. Civic clubs had pressured municipal govern-
ments to remove or reduce the black clouds over cities since the late 
nineteenth century. As air quality worsened in the 1920s and 1930s, these 
demands grew louder. The civil engineer Raymond Tucker proposed a 
plan for the city of Saint Louis to regulate the coal fuel being sold so 
that the dirtiest coal would not get into furnaces. St. Louis passed an 
ordinance on Tucker’s model in 1938, and dozens of cities followed suit 
over the next ten years. Significantly, transitions from coal to cleaner 
forms of domestic heat (natural and manufactured gas, electricity) were 
largely complete by 1955, causing the skies to clear. (Tailpipe emissions 
from automobiles produced less opaque pollution.) In the years prior to 
this transition, real estate agents selling suburban subdivisions placed 
advertisements in newspapers imploring urban residents to “escape the 
smoky city” and come live in the clean air of the suburbs.10

If the water was perhaps cleaner, and the air dirtier, the land in the 
cities of the newly urbanized United States in 1920 was a battleground of 
hygiene. Progressive educational and advocacy efforts on hygiene con-
tinued. Systems devoted to rubbish removal were now in place but not 
comprehensive. Where incinerators were employed, they largely shifted 
pollution from land to air. Ash remained as a toxic residue of incinera-
tion burdening the land.

The urban dump was specialized space that removed the burden of 
waste disposal from all the city’s streets, concentrating it. Yet if the dump 
was still situated in the city, would it be adjacent to neighborhoods 
where the odors and vermin would affect local hygiene standards?11

Finally, by 1920, the informal private systems of scrap collecting, pro-
cessing, and selling took waste materials and fed them back into produc-
tion. To what extent was this system one that could — ​or should — ​coexist 
with the residential functions of the growing cities?
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The answers that governments, businesses, and private citizens set-
tled on for these questions led to the next great shift in the newly urban-
ized nation. After World War I, metropolitan space — ​comprising both 
cities and adjacent suburbs — ​underwent a variety of changes that re
ordered where people lived and where waste was put.

Demographic and sanitary pressures had informed the American 
urban experience since the colonial era. The intensity of industrializa-
tion and population density after the Civil War had exacerbated these 
pressures, and opportunities in monetizing waste handling services also 
informed urban difficulties. The number of people working to haul, 
eliminate, or trade waste materials had increased. Opportunities to 
profit from scrap derived from a set of economic and cultural changes 
in the United States that made the nation a more intensive industrial 
producer with a population of more conspicuous consumers. More 
materials — ​including textiles, old metals, paper, and rubber, industrial 
chemicals, as well as existing biological wastes — ​were deemed waste by 
industry and consumers alike. Industrial scrap included retired train 
engines and railroad tracks, scrapped steamships and worn machinery. 
Railroads, shipping businesses, and factories wanted to remove the old 
and seemingly worthless material from their premises and were eager to 
find takers for the old metal.12

The increase in industrial scrap was joined by an even greater increase 
in the amount of materials American consumers disposed of beginning 
in the late nineteenth century. Industrialization had two important 
social effects: greater wages and salaries led many Americans to change 
their attitudes concerning consumption and waste, and industrializa-
tion produced new economic opportunities for immigrants. Growing 
firms after the Civil War created a substantial middle class of managers, 
bureaucrats, and clerical workers. As the middle class grew, it developed 
a growing consumer culture in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries, with the rise of department stores and catalogs catering to 
an expanding mass market. New patterns of consumption and waste 
disposal reshaped the way Americans valued objects, and changing 
attitudes provided the context for a national scrap trade dominated 
by immigrants.13

Americans had more objects; middle-class consumers consumed 
consciously. Clothing and accessories had been traditional markers of 
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social status in the antebellum period, so much so that escaped slaves 
in the North frequently passed as freedman by wearing more refined 
clothing. By the end of the century, however, the mass production of 
clothing, watches, and other accoutrements allowed the working classes 
to afford to look similar to their middle-class counterparts.14

Ever mindful of their upward social ambitions and wary of being 
confused with the working classes, many native-born middle-class con-
sumers developed accentuated attitudes toward appearance and behav-
ior to better identify themselves as early as 1830. Concern over dress 
sense, proper eating etiquette, housekeeping, and public behavior all 
led to a proliferation of prescriptive literature and consumer items at 
the turn of the century designed to set members of the middle class 
apart from those in the working classes, resulting in what the economist 
Thorstein Veblen sardonically termed “conspicuous consumption,” as 
he viewed the quest for social standing through the purchase of goods 
and education.15

An important facet of the evolving middle-class sensibility was a 
focus on hygiene, a focus that helped reshape the systems of Ameri-
can cities. City streets once combined the functions of playground and 
dump, where children played and household waste was dumped. Even 
before the automobile began to dominate use of the street, concern 
for public health developed systems in which public or private entities 
washed the streets and took refuse to dispose of in dumps or incin-
erators. Indoor toilets connected to sewers were common in cities of 
the 1930s. Workers collected garbage from residential neighborhoods 
on a weekly basis. Americans threw progressively more amounts of a 
wide variety of materials out of their homes between 1850 and 1930, in 
part owing to concerns over germs and hygiene, in part because rising 
standards of living and mass production allowed for easy replacement 
of consumer goods such as razors and clothing. The American house 
in 1930 had more things in it that it did a century before, and for its 
middle-class inhabitants, the desire to have those things be clean and 
orderly was a driving force in the classification of old materials as wastes 
to be eliminated from the household.16

And there were many, many more old materials on hand to be 
eliminated by 1920 then there had been in 1860. The United States 
increased its production capacity, transforming itself into a society of 
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mass production and mass consumption. New production techniques 
produced items of mass consumption ranging from canned goods and 
razor blades to automobiles with the advent of Ford’s Model T. Chi-
cagoans’ ability to purchase products was aided in the early twentieth 
century by the presence of giant department stores like Marshall Field’s 
and, later, supermarkets like Dominick’s.17

Running water, gas, and electricity became mainstream features of 
the new suburbs before World War II, but tenements and aging hous-
ing stock in the cities frequently left residents with few means to stay 
clean. Europeans who had come from areas that saw improvements 
in water filtration and sewage in the late nineteenth century did not 
share Americans’ unique aversion to waste materials. The differences 
between native-born Americans and immigrants regarding waste and 
hygiene manifested in many ways, as settlement house workers and 
public health officials attempted to reform urban immigrants’ practices 
from using soap, to discouraging the keeping of livestock, to practicing 
accepted methods of kitchen hygiene. Many efforts were successful; after 
all, immigrants had their own taboos and practices regarding wastes 
(including, for example, kosher dietary laws among Jews), and several 
were adaptable to their new homes. Yet the cultural differences pro-
duced different attitudes regarding handling wastes as commodities — ​
and though wastes were taboo, some were also coveted.18

Urban Ecology and Modern Environmental Inequalities

Tensions in Chicago concerning wastes fell upon immigrants and Afri-
can Americans. Immigrants living near the stockyards were subject to 
noxious odors and polluted water. Jewish and Italian immigrants who 
worked in the waste trades were blamed by local reformers such as Jane 
Addams and the Chicago Juvenile Protection Association for being 
“moral menaces” to urban children. Whether European immigrants 
and their children were blamed for unsanitary conditions or identified 
as victims of unsanitary conditions, the local Progressive community 
actively fought for more sanitary communities for them.19

Racial tensions in Chicago evolved during and after World War I, 
with the 1919 race riots revealing the acute problems of segregation and 
density facing the community. Settlement houses in the 1920s were less 
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amenable to African American neighborhoods than they were to the 
European immigrant wards; over the next forty years, sanitary burdens 
became especially pronounced in majority African American neigh-
borhoods. Diligent though Chicago’s African American community 
may have been about personal hygiene at the dawn of the 1920s, forces 
converged to dump increasing amounts of waste near their homes 
and schools.

If Chicago was a large (and well-documented) example of this un-
happy development, it was by no means unique in the African American 
experience. As American communities rationalized the urban landscape 
into residential and industrial areas, they also intensified spatial segre-
gation based upon skin color. Between 1915 and 1960, the consequences 
of these developments meant creation (or expansion) of ghettoes seen 
by public officials as dirty and increasingly seen by public and private 
waste management systems as repositories for waste. This reshaping of 
the urban landscape was influenced by the continued idea that blacks 
somehow polluted white neighborhoods, poisoning the community and 
devaluing the property. Instead of diminishing over time, this attitude 
proliferated, ultimately becoming federal policy that reshaped cities and 
suburbs over several decades.20

The seeds for that reshaping were already apparent in 1919, when 
Sandburg described the interaction between the banker and the newly 
arrived mother from Alabama. Sandburg did not simply happen upon 
the corner of Michigan Avenue and East 31st by chance. He was in the 
middle of writing a series of articles for the Chicago Daily News on the 
undercurrents of the July 1919 race riots that killed dozens and injured 
hundreds. Later published as a book, Sandburg’s articles underlined the 
growing tensions in the city. Self-identified whites’ fear of blacks pol-
luting their otherwise pristine neighborhoods unleashed two extreme 
responses. One was terrorism. The other was reordering urban space.21

Terror in the form of mob violence greeted African Americans in 
Chicago. A dispute over access to a beach on a hot day escalated into 
a week of rioting that killed thirty-eight people. The riots of 1919 were 
years in the making, as appeals to grow the African American labor 
force in Chicago conflicted with white resistance to living near black 
people. The rise of urban industry served to pull migrants to cities, 
including millions coming to the United States for work. Factory work 
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making steel, railways, automobiles, and buildings; refining petroleum; 
and turning animals into meat, trees into lumber, and plants into pro-
cessed foods required unprecedented numbers of workers to continu-
ally produce commodities. First- and second-generation immigrants 
often enticed relatives and acquaintances in their home countries with 
promises of a better life.

African American newspapers such as the Pittsburgh Courier and 
Chicago Defender openly recruited readers in the Deep South to re
locate to the papers’ home cities for better jobs, more money, and per-
haps a less hostile society. Immigration restrictions after the outbreak of 
war in Europe in 1914 meant, potentially, better opportunities for Afri-
can Americans in urban factories once the flow of cheap labor from 
abroad had ceased. The combination of push and pull factors to cit-
ies meant that the period between the Civil War and the end of World 
War I marked a dramatic shift toward urbanism; by the end of the war, 
with the heightened industrial production needed to fight the war, the 
United States was for the first time a majority urban society.22

The rise of urban society brought with it confirmation of Jeffer-
son’s fears of inequality, depravation, and disease. Vast economic gulfs 
between the owners of the means of production and their employ-
ees emerged. Some oligarchs, such as George Pullman, attempted to 
reshape the lives of their workers with planned communities. Others, 
such as Andrew Carnegie, attempted to enrich the lives of their workers 
with cultural institutions such as libraries. But most — ​those two men 
included — ​used violence to quell labor unrest, as workers faced dan-
gerous conditions on the job, crowded and polluted conditions in their 
homes, and often more precarious conditions on the streets of their 
neighborhoods. Decades of immigration were joined during World 
War I by a large influx of rural Southern African Americans into urban 
areas, exacerbating crowded conditions in industrial cities, includ-
ing New York City, Philadelphia, Boston, Cleveland, Oakland, Detroit, 
Gary, St. Louis, Kansas City, Washington, DC, and Los Angeles.23

With mass migration came tensions over employment opportuni-
ties, housing, and other amenities. The Great Migration immediately 
provoked tensions. In 1914, a Chicago Defender columnist lamented 
that “Afro-American people in increasing numbers are refused the 
accommodations of public places,” violating Illinois state laws. Even 
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when racist acts made it to the court system, Chicago’s courts them-
selves discriminated, and the police especially degraded black Chicago-
ans and treated them as inferiors. Thus, black Chicagoans new and old 
alike were “more and more being reduced to a fixed status of social and 
political inferiority.”24

The most visible evidence of this hardening racist status was an 
increase in residential segregation. Chicago’s black community prior to 
World War I was largely segregated by both cultural de facto forces and 
de jure practices such as the enforcement of restrictive covenants pro-
hibiting sale of homes to African Americans. Such practices were also 
used against other groups, including Jews. As the African American 
population of Chicago grew, white impulses to restrict neighborhoods 
from including black residents intensified. The Black Belt of Chicago 
grew on the city’s South and West Sides, away from the central busi-
ness district. Many of the city’s wealthier white residents moved to the 
North Shore in the early twentieth century, leaving behind older but 
nicer housing; Chicago’s Bronzeville, Douglas, and Kenwood neighbor-
hoods became central to African American life and business. Smaller 
and more decrepit housing abandoned by European immigrants who 
had improved their economic prospects was available west of the Loop 
(the downtown area of Chicago) in Austin, Lawndale, and adjoining 
neighborhoods of the West Side. In smaller numbers than the Great 
Migration of African Americans, people from Mexico and Puerto Rico 
emigrated to Chicago’s Near West Side between 1940 and 1960s. Urban 
neighborhoods that had been majority European immigrants before 
1915 underwent a transition to majority African American and Hispanic 
between 1915 and 1960.25

These neighborhoods were crowded and often lacked access to 
the services that had become priorities for urban sanitarians after the 
Civil War. A 1922 study on race relations in Chicago reported acute 
waste management problems in black neighborhoods. In a South Side 
neighborhood, the report concluded that “rooms were poorly lighted 
and ventilated, the sanitation bad, and the alley and grounds about 
the houses covered with rubbish and refuse.”26 Houses in the Black 
Belt were observably in poorer repair than houses in majority Polish, 
Bohemian, and Jewish neighborhoods. In many cases, the City Com-
mission on Race Relations found houses on the South and West Sides 
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unfit for human habitation and recommended that the city condemn 
and raze properties. The report concluded that one of the many neces-
sary actions to improve Chicago’s race relations was better enforcement 
of health and sanitary laws, particular regular collection of rubbish and 
garbage “in areas of Negro residence, where the Commission has found 
these matters to be shamefully neglected.”27

Moving beyond those neighborhoods was difficult and dangerous. 
The color line made housing a constant struggle for African Americans. 
James “Jack” Isbell remembered that his family, living on the South Side 
of Chicago, moved thirteen times between 1929 and 1932, each time in 
cramped apartments: “Even if you could afford a big apartment, you 
couldn’t find one to rent. The landlords cut up all the larger apart-
ments and converted them into smaller units so they could make a lot 
more money.”

Residential segregation produced longer commutes for workers 
employed as domestic cleaners. Isbell remembered that his mother 
“worked out from home for a private family. She would go across [the 
half-mile-wide] Washington Park and work for the white folks in Hyde 
Park.” After the time spent commuting and working, “She would come 
home in the evening and she used to do laundry for the people around 
our neighborhood.”28

A few enterprising real estate agents such as Jesse Binga developed a 
technique of “block busting,” surreptitiously employing a white buyer 
to purchase a home in a white neighborhood and then moving Afri-
can American residents in, causing white neighbors to flee and open 
up more housing opportunities to Binga’s clients. Fears of such activity 
among white homeowners associations produced warnings and worse. 
The Chicago Defender reported on terroristic threats left on the doors 
of black newcomers that their homes would be burned down or blown 
up, the rationale being, as given in a 1919 statement by a homeowner’s 
association in Hyde Park, that every homeowner had the right to defend 
his property with “every means at his disposal” and that this must hap-
pen as Hyde Park’s residents were being “menaced by a possible Negro 
invasion” that would be disastrous.29

By 1920, a unique and troubling pattern defined Chicago’s Afri-
can American community. While particular neighborhoods had been 
defined by a dominant ethnic or racial group — ​Ukrainian Village, 
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Chinatown, and Greektown are three Chicago neighborhoods that 
retain their names in the twenty-first century — ​all were a good deal 
more heterogeneous in the Census of Population than the increasingly 
segregated black belts were becoming. Race determined one’s ability 
to live in particular neighborhoods above and beyond factors such as 
income, occupation, or longevity in the city.30

The most influential explanation for the replacement of one neigh-
borhood population by another was labeled “ecological succession” by 
the Chicago School of Sociology, especially in the work of Robert E. 
Park, Ernest W. Burgess, and Roderick D. McKenzie in the 1920s and 
1930s, which dealt with the residential succession process. The “inva-
sion and succession” model suggests that suburbanization of the middle 
class leaves the inner city to new minority groups who create ghettos. It 
theorizes that newly arrived (and often poor) immigrants/ethnic groups 
will occupy inner-city neighborhoods first; later, some economically 
well off people from this group will enter the American mainstream and 
move to the suburbs to find better living conditions. When immigrants 
stay in the inner city, most live in segregated neighborhoods. When 
they move out to the suburbs, their experiences vary from being totally 
dispersed, to being relatively concentrated, to being highly segregated, 
depending upon the ethnic group and the time and place in question. 
With its concern for residential neighborhood change and succession, 
the model of ecological succession reflected the experiences of many 
white ethnic groups.31

What did the Chicago School mean by “ecological succession”? The 
city, modelled as an organism, is a biological entity with specialized 
organs and functions interacting together in a system. When that sys-
tem undergoes change, or crisis — ​for example, when it is affected by 
new factors such as mass migration from Europe and the South — ​the 
population of city neighborhoods succeeds in predictable ways. This 
concept of the city shaped urban ecology (and the planning that would 
reshape metropolitan areas) and public policy.32

This focus on demographics places the urban ecology model 
squarely in the existing tradition of social Darwinism. The model tests 
an assumption that assumes that assimilation is the norm and ultimate 
goal of all in the city, and any problems of crime or other disorder is 
due to the fact that “the foreign element in our population has not 
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succeeded in assimilating American culture and does not conform to 
the American mores.”33

Park and his colleagues, writing in the solo first person, display an 
evolutionary model of race that assumes eventual progress. Unsurpris-
ingly, given the assumptions social scientists were making at the time, 
African Americans remained at the bottom of this model, though Park 
and his co-authors saw hope for all in the future:

The peoples who are making, or have made in recent years, the most 
progress in America today are, I suspect, the Jews, the Negroes, and the 
Japanese. There is, of course, no comparison to be made between the 
Jew, the Japanese, and the Negro as to their racial competence. Of all 
the immigrant peoples in the United States, the Jews are the most able 
and the most progressive; the Negro, on the other hand, is just emerg-
ing and is still a little afraid of the consequences of his newly acquired 
race-consciousness.

What is alike in the case of the Jew, the Negro, and the Japanese is that 
their conflict with America has been grave enough to create in each a 
new sense of racial identity, and to give the sort of solidarity that grows 
out of a common cause. It is the existence in a people of the sense of a 
cause which finally determines their group efficiency.34

Sanitary Conditions in Black Metropolis

Students of Robert Park differed with him on racial categorization 
and extended the model of urban ecology to assess racial disparities in 
urban living conditions. The sociologists St. Clair Drake and Horace 
Roscoe Cayton most famously provided a thorough study of African 
American life in the same city that Park, Burgess, and McKenzie stud-
ied. Published in 1945 as Black Metropolis, Drake and Cayton’s study 
provides a portrait of African American living conditions right before 
the exodus of middle-class whites to the suburbs exacerbated urban 
racial segregation.

In the wake of the 1919 riot, the governor of Illinois set up a commis-
sion to investigate the conditions of African American life in Chicago. 
Among its findings were recommendations to improve housing and 
sanitary services. “In such matters as rubbish and garbage disposal, as 
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well, as street repair,” Drake and Cayton observed, “Negro communities 
were said to be shamefully neglected.”35

Booker T. Washington’s turn-of-the-century concerns over hygiene 
and African American status resonated in 1945. Drake and Cayton 
reported that community leaders in Chicago were concerned over 
whether members of the community would enjoy any of the eco-
nomic gains secured during World War II and that newspapers like the 
Defender carried articles “urging Negroes to be quiet, clean, orderly, and 
reliable, so that The Race will not acquire an unfavorable reputation.”36

If racial tensions increased after World War I, so, too, did African 
American political power. As Chicago’s Black Belt grew, Republican 
African American politician — ​and ally of Mayor “Big Bill” Thompson — ​
Oscar DePriest rose to power. In 1923, he slated two of his candidates 
against the Republican “regular” candidates for aldermen of the Sec-
ond and Third Wards. He charged the incumbents with responsibil-
ity for “dirty streets and alleys, the growth of vice, the misery brought 
upon the families of the discharged officeholders, the lack of adequate 
police protection, the lack of bathing beaches and recreational facilities.” 
DePriest’s People’s Movement polled about 6,000 votes in each ward, 
but its candidates lost. Despite the electoral defeat, DePriest’s rhetoric 
on the stump revealed concerns about crime and sanitation shared by 
residents in the growing Black Belt. He would continue his campaigning 
and serve three terms in the U.S. House of Representatives before losing 
his seat in a Democratic wave election in 1934.37

In 1945, Drake and Cayton observed the concentration of waste trad-
ing and industrial activities in the Black Belt. During the Depression 
years, thousands of homeless men and women floated from room to 
room in the cheap lodging houses and hotels sandwiched in among the 
junkyards, factories, and warehouses of the rundown Black Belt areas 
near the Loop.38

Industrial cites boomed in the 1940s with wartime demand, and 
industry grew after the war. Industrial cities’ good times were short-
lived as suburbanization and the decline of domestic manufacturing in 
the United States after the late 1950s took their toll. African American 
concentration in Rust Belt cities coincided with the departure of indus-
trial work and much of the overall population. The historian Thomas 
Sugrue notes that, in the second half of the twentieth century, Detroit 
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lost nearly a million people and hundreds of thousands of jobs. This 
process isolated African Americans in persistent, concentrated, and 
racially segregated poverty.39

The historian Kenneth T. Jackson observes that a combination of 
racist real estate practices in the private sector combined with racially 
informed federal mortgage insurance regulations to exacerbate resi-
dential segregation after World War II, with the urban periphery being 
whiter and wealthier, with greater access to college educations, profes-
sional employment, and the amenities of middle-class life. “Because 
low-income areas, public-housing projects, and minority groups live 
so close to city centers, economist Richard F. Muth calculated that the 
median income in American cites tends to rise at about 8 percent per 
mile as one moves away from the business district, and that it doubles 
in ten miles.”40

In contrast, metropolitan areas in other parts of the world had the 
inverse, with working-class council estates in Great Britain emerging 
on the periphery of affluent urban centers and similar socioeconomic 
spatial distributions found in the metropolitan areas of Egypt, India, 
Bulgaria, Italy, Spain, Brazil, Argentina, Chile, Venezuela, and Mexico. 
The American impoverishment of urban areas in the twentieth cen-
tury was distinctive, representing a cultural distrust of cities rooted 
in the colonial era. The Jeffersonian distrust of cities endured as cities 
grew more crowded and polluted in the years between the Civil War 
and World War II. Streetcars and later the automobile offered urban 
workers the opportunity to live away from the crowds and grime. Jack-
son observed that suburbia offered the exciting prospect that disorder, 
prostitution, and mayhem could be kept at a distance, far away in the 
festering metropolis.41

By that time, suburban developers had found great success luring 
urban residents out of the smoky cities and into the woods and mead-
ows beyond city lines. The mass exodus from the city to the suburb did 
not occur until after World War II, when federally insured mortgages 
allowed millions to purchase new homes for the first time. However, the 
lure of the suburbs had roots before 1945. Jackson’s history of Ameri-
can suburbs argues that a pastoral ideal vital to our understanding of 
suburban life was in place before the Civil War. Thomas Jefferson’s 
laments about urban industry did not die with the eighteenth century; 
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Andrew Jackson Downing and Frederick Law Olmsted sought refuge 
from the city in their park designs. The notion of the urban park was a 
natural refuge from urban life, even if that natural space (such as New 
York City’s Central Park, designed by Olmsted and Calvert Vaux) was 
constructed and manipulated by humans.42

The pastoral ideal — ​an environment filled with trees and green grass, 
without smoke, sewage, and filth — ​was central to the marketing of sub-
urban subdivisions even before World War I. The historian Adam Rome’s 
account of the rise of the Country Club District (a pioneering suburban 
development outside of Kansas City) places the desire for clean living at 
the center of the development’s pitch to prospective residents — ​as well 
as the desire to live with self-identified white people.43

Legal and cultural practices to keep new suburbs white were com-
monplace at the turn of the twentieth century. The Country Club District 
sold its spacious homes and yards only to buyers who accepted racially 
restrictive covenants and who joined the Homeowners Association, 
the purpose of which was to supervise the quality of private lawn care, 
the cleaning of streets, and the collection of garbage. These provisions 
allowed the Country Club District to become one of the most exclusive 
and desirable areas to live in the Kansas City metropolitan area.44

Patterns within the real estate market increased residential racial 
segregation in the first third of the twentieth century. Obsessions with 
whiteness dominated real estate appraisals; real estate expert Frederick 
Morrison Babcock wrote in 1924 that appraisers must pay attention to 
who were moving into a neighborhood as one should always settle “near 
persons of the same social standing [and] same races” and that apprais-
ers should factor the rise in the population of less desirable people into 
predicting price declines throughout the area.45

During the Great Depression, concern over the proper value of real 
estate in a moribund market grew, as did the obsession with desir-
able and undesirable areas. The Chicago School of Sociology, already 
concerned with models of urban ecology, contributed to this concern 
with the publication of Homer Hoyt’s dissertation on real estate, One 
Hundred Years of Land Values in Chicago (1933) and book The Struc­
ture and Growth of Residential Neighborhoods in American Cities (1939). 
In his work, Hoyt demonstrated that the influx of low-status residents 
would damage the value of areas in the long term. Observing the “block 
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busting” in Chicago, Hoyt wrote that the introduction of African Amer-
icans into a neighborhood would first raise prices (as the pioneers had 
to pay a premium to break the color barrier) and then precipitate a 
drastic decline.46

Noxious urban industry, Hoyt argued, triggered residential mobility 
for those who had the economic and cultural capital to move away from 
the central city. One factor in suburbanization and residential move-
ment toward the urban periphery was unpleasant conditions in indus-
trial areas of the city. “In the case of the Stock Yards,” Hoyt observed, 
“the higher class of employees sought to get away from the noise and 
odors of the industrial district as well as from the old neighborhoods 
occupied by unskilled laborers of the new immigration or of the colored 
race.”47 Hoyt elaborated that “there can be little doubt, however, that 
the presence of the colored population in the areas east of State Street is 
the specific cause of lower land values there” and that “the undesirable 
racial factor is so merged with other unattractive features, such as prox-
imity to factories, poor transportation, old and obsolete buildings, poor 
street improvements, and the presence of criminal or vice elements, that 
the separate effect of race cannot be disentangled.”48

By 1933, then, urban areas with black residents were already iden-
tified as sufficiently undesirable that whites with the means to do so 
would move away. Provisions within the New Deal exacerbated and 
catalyzed unprecedented segregation between the end of World War II 
and 1980. Faced with a stagnant housing market, the federal govern-
ment moved to insure home mortgages in 1935, relieving banks of the 
worry of loaning money to people over periods of twenty to thirty 
years. A new government entity, the Home Owners Loan Corporation 
(HOLC), evaluated the wisdom of loans to particular people in particu-
lar places. How the HOLC did this was by adapting existing appraisal 
methods from various markets and systematizing appraisal across the 
nation. In doing so, the HOLC made assumptions regarding the use-
ful or productive life of housing it financed. The method it used was 
to divide cities into neighborhoods and send appraisers into them with 
elaborate questionnaires asking about the occupation, income, and eth-
nicity of the inhabitants and the age, type of construction, price range, 
sales demand, and general condition of the housing stock. The answers 
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to these questions allowed for investors all over the country to evaluate 
whether an area was on the rise or on the decline.49

The data generated by the HOLC’s questionnaires could be generated 
visually, creating maps of metropolitan areas showing patterns of desir-
able and undesirable neighborhoods. In doing so, the HOLC created 
a new form of systematic racism, “redlining.” The rating system that 
emerged from the HOLC’s questionnaires undervalued neighborhoods 
that were dense, mixed, or aging. Four grades of quality — ​imaginatively 
entitled First, Second, Third, and Fourth, with corresponding code let-
ters of A, B, C, and D and colors of green, blue, yellow, and red — ​were 
established. First grade/A/green areas had every desirable trait — ​new 
buildings and prosperous and ethnically appropriate residents, and 
they would be in demand regardless of the overall state of the Ameri-
can economy. Such neighborhoods had to be “white” — ​at the time of 
the maps’ creation, that did not include Jews. Jewish neighborhoods, or 
even those with an “infiltration of Jews,” could not be considered “best” 
any more than they could be considered “American.”

Jews might be able to live in the Second grade/B/blue areas, ones that 
were “still desirable” yet had “reached their peak.” They were still not 
bad investments, as they were predicted to remain stable for years, but 
they were decidedly inferior to the First grade of neighborhoods. Third 
grade/C/yellow neighborhoods were usually described as “definitely 
declining.” Fourth grade/D/red neighborhoods were defined as areas 
“in which the things taking place in C areas have already happened.”50

The HOLC’s assumptions about neighborhoods conflated physi-
cal attributes of the built environment with racial and economic attri-
butes of the people living in the buildings. This model equated physical 
deterioration and demographic change, and as it included questions 
about desirable racial and ethnic mixes, the mere presence of particular 
undesirable people was enough social pollution to downgrade an entire 
neighborhood as an unfit investment. A single Jewish resident could 
prevent a neighborhood from becoming First grade; a single African 
American resident could relegate a neighborhood to Fourth grade. On a 
map, such an area would be colored red, thus the practice of classifying 
neighborhoods housing African Americans as declining became known 
as “redlining.” In every HOLC office in the United States, maps were 
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available to clearly and quickly identify the “red” and undesirable areas 
in the local vicinity. These maps allowed the HOLC and Federal Hous-
ing Authority (FHA) to efficiently grant insured mortgages to white 
people living in racially exclusive developments of new, clean homes.51

The effects of this systematic racism were slow to come during the 
moribund housing market of the late 1930s and World War II. Once, 
however, the war was over and the suburban housing boom began, the 
racist mortgage insurance system reshaped the racial map of Ameri-
can settlement patterns. By the early 1950s, whites throughout Ameri-
can metropolitan areas had rushed to the suburban periphery, owning 
new homes with the aid of federally insured mortgages. The federal 
government subsidized a great boom in individual prosperity, as these 
homes indeed kept and built upon their value, generating wealth not 
only for those who were prosperous before the war but also elevating 
many working-class whites into a middle class that was the largest in the 
nation’s history.52

This prosperity came at a great price. The cities left behind lost a 
massive tax base to their suburban fringes, and the people who could 
not get loans in the new suburbs had to make do with either older hous-
ing stock left behind or move into newer public housing that the FHA 
created in recognition that housing problems persisted in aging cities. 
Being black in the wake of these policies determined not only where 
you could live but what the value of your neighborhood was. Although 
the mortgage insurance maps were developed in the mid-1930s, they 
endured well after the war. On November 19, 1948, Assistant FHA Com-
missioner W. J. Lockwood could write that FHA “has never insured a 
housing project of mixed occupancy” because of the expectation that 
“such projects would probably in a short period of time become all-
Negro or all-white,” and even after the Supreme Court ruled against the 
legality of race-based lending in 1948, the real estate practices that both 
shaped the policies and that were transformed by them continued to 
discriminate against African Americans.53

The lasting damage done by the national government, Jackson 
argues, was that it legitimized ethnic and racial discrimination and 
developed policies encouraging white abandonment of large sections of 
older, industrial cities owing to both the demography and built envi-
ronment of these areas. The model became a self-fulfilling prophecy; 
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without cooperation from the government and the private lending insti-
tutions that depended upon the government for stability, capital fled 
these “declining” areas, putting them in decline. To banks, integrated 
urban neighborhoods were poor investments, so the residents in areas 
with any African American residents grew poorer, and their properties 
increasingly blighted. By the 1960s, sociologists and historians could 
observe the creation of large ghettoes within most cities.54 Thus cities 
had decayed, dirty buildings populated by black people, and residen-
tial suburbs featured white homeowners in new houses fleeing fears of 
urban grime and racial diversity. One white resident of Chicago’s Ken-
wood neighborhood told Marjorie Echols in the mid-fifties, “We’re 
moving because the sun is setting in this neighborhood.”55

Zoning

Aside from the changes in residential financing and mortgage insur-
ance, another regulatory tool influenced the spatial patterns of race 
and waste in American communities. Zoning, the practice of designat-
ing areas of a municipality specifically for residential, commercial, or 
industrial use, became a popular tool of American cities in the 1920s. 
New York City enacted the first comprehensive zoning ordinance in the 
United States in 1916; by 1932, 766 cities had followed suit.56

Zoning adopted the urban ecological models of the Chicago School 
and attempted to rationalize urban systems and processes. By rational-
izing space, municipal zoning could minimize threats to health, chil-
dren, and neighbors by waste-generating and waste-dealing businesses 
and other nuisance industries. In the seven years after New York City 
established zoning, Philadelphia and Chicago enacted zoning regula-
tions to regulate where scrap yards and junk shops could be located, for-
bidding them in residential areas. In doing so, the Philadelphia Bureau 
of Health’s Division of Housing and Sanitation explained, regulation 
was put “upon those persons handling waste without any respect for 
sanitary law or for the health and comfort of their employees.”57

In 1923, at the beginning of Chicago reform Democratic mayor Wil-
liam Dever’s sole term, the city passed a zoning ordinance banning 
scrap businesses from operating in residential neighborhoods. The zon-
ing ordinance intended for nuisance industries to operate in industrial 
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areas, away from residential neighborhoods. Yet enforcement of the new 
regulation did not eliminate waste management, storage, and trading in 
urban residential neighborhoods so much as it racially segregated it.

Initially, African American newspapers welcomed the advent of zon-
ing. Reporting on 1922 plans to institute zoning in Chicago, the Chi­
cago Defender exclaimed there was a time when a landowner could do 
anything he wished with his property, even using his land as “a gar-
bage dump, even though it were situated between two houses,” but nui-
sance laws had sought to control such abuses, and zoning would further 
strengthen the state’s ability to regulate unwanted activities.58

In practice, zoning regulations were at best erratically enforced in 
Chicago (at worst, as in the case of racial covenants restricting home 
ownership, they were de jure racism) and other cities, exacerbating 
racial inequalities.59 Although waste handling and dumping were pro-
hibited in residential neighborhoods, police rarely attended to waste 
dumping in African American neighborhoods. Despite zoning prohibi-
tions, residents of Cleveland protested the siting of a junkyard next to 
the largely African American Central High School in 1937. This situ-
ation was in stark contrast with white schools, protestors explained, 
where rubbish and scrap iron would not be tolerated.60

After pressure from a neighborhood volunteer committee in 1945, 
Pittsburgh Fourth District Highways and Sewers supervisor John L. 
Mullen pledged to send ten garbage trucks into the Hill District to 
remove the “hokey piles” of rubbish that had amassed in the neighbor-
hood, and local politicians remarked on the possibility of requiring 
landlords to provide adequate rubbish disposal to tenants in an effort to 
clean up the Hill.61 Despite these pledges, residents of the Hill District 
continued to complain about trash; five years later, the chairman of the 
Mayor’s Committee for a Cleaner City, James F. Hillman, complained 
that the Hill’s situation was “critical” and a problem that time was not 
healing. Mayor David L. Lawrence pledged to cooperate with neigh-
borhood groups to develop more comprehensive trash collection and 
properly enforce ordinances relating to public health and sanitation.62 
Over the next three years, the city sponsored annual cleanup campaigns 
each May; in one such campaign, Public Works Director James S. Dev-
lin announced that city crews had picked up 1,500 tons of rubbish and 
debris over one week in the neighborhood.63



Waste and Space Reordered  |  159

Special collections occasionally alleviated acute problems, but 
chronic lack of regular collection plagued African American neighbor-
hoods in several cities during the second half of the twentieth century. 
Often complaints to the police would go ignored, or legal action would 
be inadequate to correct negligent behavior. Chicago landlords in the 
1940s and 1950s could be fined $5 for not providing regular collection, 
far less than the cost to employ private collection services.64 Inadequate 
garbage collection was one of the grievances that spurred a successful 
voter registration drive and the election of Harold Washington as Chi-
cago’s first African American mayor in 1983.65

Hispanic New York City residents reported similar conditions. A 
1949 investigation of Puerto Rican living conditions in East Harlem 
found streets full of garbage despite residents being personally clean 
and tidy because landlords did not keep up maintenance and collection. 
Elizabeth Ridder of the Casita Maria settlement house said: “The Puerto 
Rican women are instinctively clean and are tidy housekeepers. It only 
takes a small number of garbage throwers to spoil the appearance of an 
entire community.”66

Decades of poor sanitation services combined with worsening eco-
nomic conditions to make it difficult for urban residents to maintain 
clean homes. Unequal sanitation services occasionally led to legal 
action. In 1969, lawyers from the National Association for the Advance-
ment of Colored People Legal Defense and Educational Fund argued 
on behalf of the African American residents of Shaw, Mississippi, that 
they deserved equal services. In a town of 25,000 people, the complaint 
read, the 1,500 African American residents received “sharply lower lev-
els” of public services, including fewer modern sewers and less gar-
bage collection. A federal appeals court ruled in favor of the plaintiffs 
in 1971.67

African Americans noticed the unequal concentration of waste han-
dling businesses in their neighborhoods. An editorial in the Chicago 
Defender complained about the prevalence of junk dealing in African 
American neighborhoods. “A close scrutiny of these junk carts reveals 
that they do most of their business in our neighborhoods; their shops 
are always in close proximity to where we live, and they ply their wag-
ons up and down our alleys and streets from day to day; buying from 
us the commodities which they market.”68 Junkyards could be used as 
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fronts for other illicit operations, including gambling, prostitution, and 
drug dealing.69

In 1969, Chicago public housing residents protested inadequate gar-
bage collection of the piled up garbage at their homes on the city’s South 
and West Sides by dumping the piles of waste into the street.70 Tenants at 
one South Side building reported that garbage had been collected only 
twice between October 1968 and February 1969 and that uncontrolled 
vermin was also a problem. Over sixty years after Upton Sinclair had 
deplored the “great open sewer” of waste plaguing Chicago’s residents, 
African Americans in the city continued to suffer from inadequate sani-
tary conditions owing to neglect from municipal services.71

Waste and Race Reordered

In the years between 1915 and 1960, urban spaces across the United States 
had been reorganized with race as a primary organizing factor. In the 
words of the historian Lillia Fernandez, “Race had been inscribed into 
the very geography of the [American] city, and urban space reflected 
and reinforced the city’s polarized racial relations and inequalities.”72

Racial polarization in Chicago was dramatic, worsening over the 
twentieth century. The demographers Nancy Denton and Douglas 
Massey observed in their book American Apartheid that residential 
segregation in Chicago intensified after World War I to the point that 
neighborhoods on the city’s South and West Sides were composed of 
over 80 percent African American residents in the late twentieth cen-
tury. The areas, commonly referred to as the “Black Belt” as early as the 
1920s, spanned over thirty city blocks in length.73

This ghetto — ​more populous, larger in area, and more segregated 
than Chicago’s earlier slums — ​concentrated the city’s poverty, conflat-
ing race with class. The “Black Belts” were also areas of selective law 
enforcement. After Republican mayor “Big Bill” Thompson regained 
the office in 1927, Chicago’s South and West Sides became famous for 
hosting speakeasies, prostitution, numbers running, and other illegal 
activities with the tacit approval of the police and City Hall. Scrap deal-
ing was not as glamorous as those other vices, but scrap continued to 
be desired by steel fabricators and continued to be disposed of by Chi-
cago’s residents. After the 1923 ordinance, Chicago’s scrap firms moved 
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into industrial areas on the South Side, but they also moved into the 
residential Black Belt on the city’s South and West Sides. Over the next 
forty years, the African American population of these neighborhoods 
became more concentrated as dilapidated tenements and houses were 
replaced by high-rise public housing developments located near free-
ways and industrial areas.74

The junk shops, scrap yards, and peddlers whom Progressives con-
sidered such blights upon the city did not disappear after zoning was 
enacted, and their activities could not be eliminated from residential 
areas, especially since peddlers depended on contact with residents to 
collect their materials. After 1923, these businesses survived by exploit-
ing the regulatory inequalities produced by the economic and racial 
segregation that grew in most American metropolitan areas between 
World War I and the 1950s. Smaller yards and shops persisted in poorer 
inner-city neighborhoods, where they were close to post-consumer 
sources of scrap and might be overlooked by lax zoning enforcement. 
As mass migration of African Americans to Northern cities during 
World War II combined with mass suburbanization of whites after the 
war to expand ghettos, these establishments concentrated in African 
American neighborhoods.

The concentration of the ferrous scrap trade in the Black Belt was so 
conspicuous that it moved scholars of business to take note. The geogra-
pher Gerald A. Gutenschwager wrote a dissertation at the University of 
Chicago in 1957 about the city’s ferrous scrap industry. Much of the dis-
sertation focused on economic and technical matters, and he included a 
map of the location of scrap and junk shops in 1919. The concentration 
of scrap businesses in African American neighborhoods was so great 
that he was moved to draw a series of maps describing the relationship.

Gutenschwager’s maps, entitled “Relation of Junk Shops to Re
development and Negro Population in Chicago,” over a series of dates 
between 1919 and 1956, linked junk shops listed in the Waste Trade 
Directory with residential areas of at least 25 percent African American 
population in the year 1950. The vast majority of junk shops within the 
city limits were located in the areas on the South and West Sides that 
Gutenschwager identified as being at least one-quarter African Ameri-
can. In 1957, Gutenschwager had identified a significant environmental 
inequality in Chicago.75
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If anything, Gutenschwager’s analysis was conservative. The neigh-
borhoods he described as having “at least 25 percent Negro population” 
were in fact much more segregated by 1957. By the time of his study, the 
effects of mass suburbanization under federal mortgage insurance laws 
that effectively prohibited African Americans from purchasing homes in 
new neighborhoods (and effectively prohibited any prospective home-
owner from purchasing homes in neighborhoods that housed African 
Americans) were noticeable. The process of white residents abandon-
ing older neighborhoods and being succeeded by African Americans 
had been observed in Chicago since the Great Migration; after World 
War II, it accelerated as whites made an exodus to the suburban periph-
ery, leaving larger areas on the South and West Sides to African Ameri-
can residents. By 1980, Chicago’s African American population was (to 
use Denton and Massey’s term) hypersegregated at over 80 percent. 
That is to say that African Americans lived in neighborhoods that were 
at least 80 percent African American, a concentration unseen in earlier 
ethnic enclaves such as Greektown or Ukrainian Village or in Mexican 
American barrios in Los Angeles or in Cuban American neighborhoods 
in southern Florida.76

Chicago was not unique in the racial reorganization of residential 
space. In communities throughout the country, from New York City to 
Los Angeles and from Detroit to Miami, African American residents 
clustered into unusually concentrated, homogenous neighborhoods 
between 1945 and 1980. All of the thirty metropolitan areas with the 
largest African American populations in 1980 featured unusually high 
levels of residential segregation; Denton and Massey observed sixteen 
with hypersegregated African American populations averaging more 
than 83 percent concentration (Atlanta, Baltimore, Buffalo, Chicago, 
Cleveland, Dallas, Detroit, Gary, Indianapolis, Kansas City, Los Angeles, 
Milwaukee, New York, Newark, Philadelphia, and St. Louis). These six-
teen metropolitan areas housed over one-third of the African American 
population of the United States in 1980.77

Some regional variations existed. Denton and Massey found that 
while black neighborhoods in the South were isolated, they (with the 
notable exception of Atlanta) were less likely to be part of larger enclaves 
than was the case in Northern cities.78
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In these enclaves, visible concentration of waste handling businesses 
developed. Gutenschwager’s study of the scrap iron industry of Chicago 
was not focused on racial inequities, but he could not help but observe 
the pattern that had developed since World War I. This pattern was not 
simply due to location near heavy industrial customers to scrap busi-
nesses. The concentration of junk shops did not conform with proximity 
to the Gary Steel Works; few shops could be found on Chicago’s South-
east Side. Nor were shops distributed throughout areas where sources 
of scrap could be found, although a case could be made that the slum 
clearance in western and southern neighborhoods could produce scrap 
from demolition and construction sites. The strongest correlation to 
junk shop siting in 1957 was the presence of African American residents 
in the area. As with prostitution, gambling, and other vices cities sought 
to limit, public officials pushed scrap dealing into areas with little politi-
cal power rather than eradicating the activity within the city limits.

The new spatial patterns of scrap business location produced new 
social effects. Chicago’s African American and Hispanic populations 
became increasingly important sources of new yard labor and small-
scale scrap collecting between World War I and 1960 as scrap recycling 
businesses recruited workers from the surrounding neighborhoods. 
African Americans and Hispanics did not simply replace European-
born scrap workers; the children of the immigrant Jews who founded 
many businesses continued as owners and managers of yards. But 
increasingly, the workers in the yards sorting, cutting, and hauling scrap 
metal were African Americans and Hispanics.

The work of sorting and processing scrap metal involves handling 
jagged materials, possibly contaminated with corrosive substances. 
In yards that process automobiles, cutting and shredding automobile 
bodies released hazards into the ground, and residue from shredded 
automobile bodies could contaminate the water table. These hazards 
combined with the traditional hazards of noise pollution, explosions, 
and injuries from shears and jagged metal to make scrap work among 
the most dangerous in American industry in the late twentieth century. 
Insurance premiums in scrap yards exceeded those of mills and mines 
as early as the 1950s; in Chicago, the people doing this work were part-
time employees performing dangerous jobs without health insurance.
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The Spatial Characteristics of Waste

Chicago’s experience with waste and race reordering its geography is 
especially well documented, though not especially unique in American 
urban history. The general trend of American demographic distribu-
tion between 1945 and 1970 was an exodus of white people from urban 
centers to suburbs. Among the appeals of the suburbs was an embrace 
of nature — ​controlled, sanitized, planned nature — ​and separation from 
the grime and smog of the central city. When the dream of pristine sub-
urban living was disturbed by pollution, suburbanites organized envi-
ronmental responses. In the post-war era, existing organizations such 
as the Sierra Club and Audubon Society had grown during the post-war 
era, and suburbanites founded new groups such as the Environmental 
Defense Fund and National Resources Defense Council. Metropolitan 
development during the twentieth century, in the words of the historian 
Christopher Sellers, was shaped by the “suburban quest for nature.”79

As middle-class whites decamped to suburbs, divestment of capital 
from central cities caused crises of funding for services such as police, 
fire, and sanitation. Industry continued to produce pollution for the air, 
land, and water, with deindustrialization beginning to produce further 
wastes of abandoned buildings in some cities by the end of the 1960s. 
The presence of municipal zoning regulations did not prevent waste 
disposal or processing near residential areas, nor did the expansion of 
municipal services provide African American or Hispanic neighbor-
hoods with adequate sanitary services.

Gutenschwager’s study indicated that, while large clusters of Chi-
cago’s ferrous scrap firms were located on the city’s South Side, they 
were not necessarily located near large industrial scrap customers such 
as U.S. Steel in northwestern Indiana. Gutenschwager’s conclusion that 
there was a strong correlation between the location of scrap firms and 
African American residential concentration indicates that selective 
enforcement of the 1923 zoning ordinance had a significant effect on the 
spatial pattern of the local scrap trade.

The placement of scrap businesses in residential areas produced 
growing environmental inequalities between World War I and the end 
of the 1950s. Within forty years of the establishment of municipal zon-
ing, most of the Chicago’s small and medium-sized scrap businesses 
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had relocated to the Black Belt, exposing residents to the sounds, smells, 
and sights of processing old metal. This reorganization in Chicago pro-
duced elevated concerns about waste and nuisance in African American 
neighborhoods that were also facing concerns about dilapidated hous-
ing and insufficient city services, such as garbage collection. African 
American communities in other cities experienced the same effects of 
residential segregation and worries over inadequate help keeping their 
neighborhoods clean. The resulting environmental inequalities would 
endure and have consequences for the ways in which people of color 
lived and worked after 1960. At the same time, the descendants of Euro-
pean immigrants who had worked in waste handling occupations in 
the early twentieth century were among those who migrated from city 
neighborhoods to suburban peripheries. Residential relocation was part 
of an assimilation into white American identity that involved putting 
increasing distance between the assimilated people and waste.
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Out of Waste into Whiteness

Environmental burdens on African Americans and Hispanics grew 
heavier over the course of the twentieth century, but many Americans 
who had borne the brunt of environmental inequalities at the turn of the 
century managed to escape them in the second half of the century. How 
and why they were able to do so indicates both the permeability of white 
identity and the enduring power of whiteness to inform waste burdens.

At the end of World War II, the United States embarked on a period 
of intense debate over what race meant in the Land of the Free. Less 
than two years after V-J Day, Jackie Robinson, the first African Ameri-
can major league player since baseball instituted the color line in the 
1880s, took the field for the Brooklyn Dodgers. Chief Counsel Thur-
good Marshall of the National Association for the Advancement of 
Colored People (NAACP) shepherded the landmark Brown v. Board of 
Education case to the U.S. Supreme Court. In 1954, the justices deter-
mined that separate educational facilities could not be equal. If Brown v. 
Board of Education did not overturn the doctrine of separate but equal 
established by the 1896 Plessey v. Ferguson decision, it did establish a 
legal precedent for challenging the color line. The social and legal chal-
lenges that came during the 1950s and 1960 forced the United States 
to examine race and white privilege in ways the nation had not done 
since Reconstruction.

Rise of the “White Ethnics”

Whiteness evolved during World War II, as evident in federal policy. In 
1940, the Immigration and Naturalization Service designated European 
immigrants’ race as “white” on application forms instead of designat-
ing the racial categories previously used on immigration records. The 
historian Eric Goldstein cited public opinion polls carried out just after 
the war that showed that Americans had far less of a tendency after the 
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war to identify Jews as a race rather than an ethnic group, which was the 
general sentiment before the war.1

The years after World War II saw millions more Americans achieve 
white identity than they had before the war. This assimilation was not 
immediate — ​American views of who could and could not enjoy the 
privileges of white society were more restricted in 1950 than they would 
be at century’s end. Exclusive clubs and subdivisions still discrimi-
nated against Jews in 1950, as one of America’s most famous comedians, 
Groucho Marx, pointed out. Groucho often told the story that when his 
daughter Melinda was prevented from swimming in a pool with friends 
at a country club that excluded Jews, he wrote a letter to the club presi-
dent: “Since my little daughter is only half-Jewish, would it be alright if 
she went in the pool only to her waist?”2

Melinda Marx was born in 1946, so Groucho’s story was likely set 
between 1950 and 1955. Groucho’s logic was (as was often the case with 
Groucho) intentionally ridiculous; segregating a pool by ethnicity or 
race is ridiculous, so why not challenge the restriction based on frac-
tions? But the club president would also find Groucho’s logic ridicu-
lous because of the logic of pollution. A little pollution contaminates 
the entire body. It was not enough for Melinda’s mother to be a white 
Christian, her father had to be as well. Groucho’s Jewish identity — ​
independent of the fame and wealth he had accrued by the 1950s — ​
tainted the whole of his daughter’s body, just as having one Jewish parent 
or grandparent made a person subject to imprisonment or execution 
under the Nazis. Just as Americans classified people of mixed African 
and European descent as mulattoes and octoroons, all those so identi-
fied were, with the proliferation of Jim Crow laws, subject to the same 
disenfranchisement of those classified as Negroes — ​unless they some-
how could pass for white. The illogic of racial pollution was at once 
absurd and prevalent.

Melinda Marx, happily for her, grew into a world where she would 
not face such outward discrimination based on her father’s heritage. 
Indeed, her very identity as a person with a Jewish father and Christian 
mother indicated a tolerance for intermarriage between the two reli-
gions. Conversely, bans on marriage between black and white Ameri-
cans remained law in several states until 1967, an indication of where the 
flexibility of white identity in the United States ended.
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Participation in World War II helped the transition to white ethnic 
status of Southern and Eastern Europeans. Access to home loans and 
the GI Bill (not available to African Americans but accessible to Jews, 
Italians, and Slavs) for returning veterans greatly improved economic 
mobility, allowing Italian Americans to purchase homes and attend 
universities at rates approaching the national norms for native-born 
whites. The broad demographic portrait of the American city in 1960 
was a dilapidated and dirty central city populated primarily by Afri-
can Americans with a suburban ring of clean, new middle-class homes 
populated by white people.

White ethnics melted into the new middle-class suburban subdivi-
sions eating up countryside on the peripheries of cities. The novelist 
Philip Roth critiqued suburbanization in his biographical stories of Jews 
leaving Newark for suburban New Jersey. By the 1960s, suburbanites 
could look back with nostalgia on their immigrant roots, which both 
gave some distinction amid a broad identity of the mass middle class 
and measures of pride in the victorious narrative of enterprising fami-
lies: “My grandfather was a junk peddler. Now look at us!”

The divide separating blacks from whites — ​including the “white 
ethnics” who enjoyed dramatic socioeconomic mobility after World 
War II — ​inspired academic explanations. Most famous was a study the 
sociologists Nathan Glazer and Daniel Patrick Moynihan conducted in 
New York City. Their 1963 book Beyond the Melting Pot: The Negroes, 
Puerto Ricans, Jews, Italians, and Irish of New York City became a 
remarkably widely read study that seemed to explain why some groups 
were thriving and others stayed mired in poverty and violence. The 
book was criticized even at its release for scant primary sources and 
trading in stereotypes, but it also proved influential in policy circles for 
prescribing economic solutions to the ills of the ghetto without actually 
addressing acute residential segregation levels or racially restricted lend-
ing practices. Most of the criticism of Beyond the Melting Pot came from 
civil rights groups. Floyd McKissick concluded that the report detailed 
pathologies particular to the Negro and “then seems to say that it’s the 
individual’s fault when it’s really the damn system that needs changing.”3

The historian and Uprooted author Oscar Handlin praised Beyond the 
Melting Pot in a 1963 review for the New York Times. Handlin identified 
its great accomplishment as recognizing that “ethnicity is a permanent 
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quality of the American society, particularly cities. The expectations of 
a half-century ago that a melting-pot process would ultimately fuse the 
American population into a single homogenous product have not been 
realized. Instead, although immigration has ended and today’s Jews, 
Italians, and Irish are far different from their European parents and 
grandparents, groups derived from the original experience of immigra-
tion have persisted.” Although Handlin critiqued the sections on Jews, 
Italians, and the Irish as falling back on “flimsy generalizations and intu-
itive guesswork” to interpret the scant primary sources on those groups, 
he praised their analysis of African Americans and Puerto Ricans in 
particular and the book overall as a substantial accomplishment.4

By 1970, Glazer’s introduction to the second edition of Beyond the 
Melting Pot worried that American society seemed to be moving away 
from a variety of groups into “a new set of categories, black and white, 
and that is ominous.” Glazer’s concern was the rise of black militants 
rejecting white liberalism. What he witnessed was the successful assimi-
lation into whiteness by many who had previously been marginalized. 
As the historian Nell Irvin Painter put it, what the “white ethnics” now 
had in common “was not being black,” and that distinction had signif-
icance for where one lived, where one worked, and what one’s social 
experiences were.5

“Not being black” had great benefits to the white ethnic groups in 
post-war America. The Jewish experience changed markedly, to the 
point that anthropologist Karen Brodkin titled her book How Jews 
Became White Folks and What That Says about Race in America. Brod-
kin argued that Jews achieved upward economic and social mobility 
after World War II as explicitly anti-Semitic prejudice declined, allow-
ing greater access to residential neighborhoods, schools (as quotas lim-
iting Jewish students declined), places of employment, and swimming 
pools in the 1950s and 1960s. The idea of keeping Jews out of affluent 
suburbs in New York City or Chicago was standard practice in 1930; it 
was antiquated by 1980.

If the immigrant experience of the era of mass migration included 
shaping the modern waste management industry of the nation, the 
white ethnic experience involved removing the burdens of handling 
wastes from the children and grandchildren of the founders. By the end 
of the 1960s, veteran scrap dealers lamented the difficulty of getting 
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their children involved in running the family businesses. Having pro-
vided the next generation with college educations and graduate edu-
cations in law and management, they found that their children often 
opted to choose work in fields other than managing the scrap busi-
nesses. Lacking heirs, scrap business owners often opted to sell the fam-
ily business to corporations. Consolidation of the scrap recycling and 
waste management trades occurred, with a few companies — ​notably 
the scrap metal firms Luria Brothers, Schiavone Bonomo, and David 
J. Joseph and the waste-hauling firms Waste Management, Inc., and 
Browning-Ferris Industries — ​purchasing dozens of smaller businesses. 
Some of the larger companies themselves were purchased by holding 
companies, testament to the profitability of waste management and 
scrap recycling in a consumptive era.6

Furthermore, the structure of the businesses handling wastes had 
changed to reflect the quest for white identity by these businesses’ 
founders. As David Roediger argued in Working toward Whiteness, 
workers from Eastern and Southern Europe fought to achieve white 
identity over the first half of the twentieth century, a fight that was 
largely won by the end of World War II. In the post-war era, Jews and 
Italians gained access to the jobs, communities, and amenities most 
white Americans enjoyed.7

Out of Waste

The achievement of whiteness had complicated interactions with the 
ways Jews and Italians handed waste management. On the surface, a 
study of the American scrap industry in 1960 would find few changes 
from 1920. Most of the scrap businesses — ​large or small — ​throughout 
the nation remained urban in their setting and remained owned by 
Americans of Jewish or Italian heritage. In many cases, businesses were 
in their second or third generation of family ownership.

Yet important changes had occurred. Though scrap firms remained 
situated in large cities, their location within the cities now had strong 
racial dimensions. Furthermore, the firms themselves had changed. 
Many had grown, requiring new layers of specialization and bureau-
cracy. A firm owner might be joined by accountants, lawyers, and man-
agers coordinating the business and might no longer handle wastes as 
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he did when the firm was a one-man operation. Blue-collar workers 
employed by family-owned firms actually handled the materials. The 
divide between white- and blue-collar work increased, and with it a 
racial divide.

Among the distinctive developments were a few private enterprises 
growing much larger and the structure of large- and medium-sized 
businesses becoming more corporate with modern management. The 
image of a small entrepreneur who was a one-man business became a 
historical artifact. Leading scrap metal firms had originated as family-
owned operations from Jewish and Italian immigrants. They grew in 
the post-war era, with descendants of the founders specializing in man-
agement positions. The work of actually handling and processing scrap 
metal was left to blue-collar yard labor.

The management structure of Luria Brothers evolved from a one-
man operation at the end of the nineteenth century to a large, diver-
sified, and highly educated management team after World War II. In 
1949, Fortune magazine profiled the firm, noting it grew from one 
Reading, Pennsylvania, scrap yard to the largest ferrous scrap opera-
tion in the United States, including operations in sixteen cities. The 
business remained in the Luria family (though in a few years it would 
be sold to the Ogden Corporation). In addition to the largely retired 
Alex Luria (son of the founder Hirsch Luria) as the head of the firm, his 
son-in-law Joel Claster served as executive president, and Hirsch’s Yale-
educated grandsons served as president (Herbert Luria), vice president 
(Henry Luria), and secretary (Mortimer Luria). Treasurer William F. 
Luria studied at the Babson Institute, and Vice President David Luria 
attended Lehigh and Oxford. The children and grandchildren of the 
firm’s founder enjoyed the status and safety of white-collar work half 
a century into the firm’s history, work that was substantially different 
from what the workers at Luria’s scrap yards experienced daily. The 
labor of doing the most dangerous and dirty work was no longer done 
by Jewish family members but by seasonal labor hired from the neigh-
borhoods surrounding the scrap yards.8

The transition out of waste handling was one of a series of transitions 
into white identity during the post-war era. Jews and Italians success-
fully distanced themselves from the stigma of waste through moving 
out of urban slums, alternately growing waste handling businesses to 
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the point where management was white-collar work or by getting out of 
the waste trades altogether.

The distancing had spatial consequences. In the Chicago metropoli-
tan area, portions of the South and West Sides that had been centers of 
Jewish, Italian, Polish, Irish, and Slavic residential life in the early twen-
tieth century lost their white ethnic populations largely to suburban 
development after World War II. The Slavs who had populated the Back 
of the Yards neighborhood around the slaughterhouses gave way to 
Mexican Americans beginning in the 1920s. Chicago’s first aldermanic 
ward on the near South Side was largely Italian American before the 
war; by the 1980 Census, it was plurality African American. Lawndale 
and the near West Side were pockets of heavy Jewish settlement in 1900. 
Jewish merchants established the famous Maxwell Street Market, which 
would be a local institution of bartering and haggling until the Univer-
sity of Illinois at Chicago bulldozed it to install parking lots in 1994. By 
that point, the Jews had long left the area, and the surrounding residents 
were almost entirely African American.9

Italian Americans migrated to western suburbs such as Cicero and 
Oak Lawn; Jews populated the near North Side, and the Hyde Park and 
South Shore neighborhoods on the South Side. Hyde Park retained a 
Jewish community in part because of the presence of the University of 
Chicago; between 1970 and 2000, however, Jews departed from South 
Shore and that neighborhood became mostly African American. By the 
end of the century, Chicago’s Jews were largely suburban, with Skokie 
and Highland Park north of the city being the most prominent settle-
ments. The historian Irving Cutler estimated in 1996 that four times as 
many Jews left Chicago for the suburbs than came into the city.10

From Rags to Riches: The Narrative of Upward Mobility

The immigrant story of upward mobility was celebrated in the scrap 
industry by those businesses that became successful. The pages of the 
Waste Trade Journal and Scrap Age in the twentieth century and Recy­
cling Today and Scrap in the twenty-first regularly look back at the indus-
try’s rich immigrant heritage, and leaders in the industry are often the 
children, grandchildren, and great-grandchildren of immigrant junk-
men. That is certainly a narrative of successful enterprise in America.
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White ethnic recollections of their backgrounds in the waste trades 
in the late twentieth century revised the image for both nostalgia and 
progress. The junk collector became the primitive, an anachronism no 
longer burdening Jewish American identity as the Dickensian Fagin 
archetype had before the war. The institutional memory of the scrap 
industry revealed an ambiguous pride in the trade’s history. Edwin C. 
Barringer, head of the Institute of Scrap Iron & Steel, Inc., one of the two 
major recycling trade associations, championed the industry’s immi-
grant roots in his 1954 history The Story of Scrap: “There is a tradition 
that scrap as an organized industry first put its roots down into the soil 
of healthy and energetic but destitute immigrants from Northern and 
Eastern Europe. . . . These honest but poor immigrants lacked a trade 
and a background in agriculture. . . . Into New England, New York, New 
Jersey, and Eastern Pennsylvania these immigrant peddlers made for-
ays, at first with sacks on their backs but as soon as they had accumu-
lated a little capital, by horse and wagon.”11

Charles H. Lipsett, for decades the chronicler of industry dealings 
in his Waste Trade Journal, published the second edition of a history-
cum-memoir of American scrap dealing in 1974. Entitled 100 Years of 
Recycling History: From Yankee Tincart Peddlers to Wall Street Scrap 
Giants, Lipsett’s history at once took pride in and distanced contempo-
raries from the industry’s humble origins. His book described a literal 
rags-to-riches story of the industry that Lipsett witnessed: “I saw the 
general junk dealer, who originally may have been a peddler, gradually 
transformed into a specialist operating exclusively in either scrap iron 
or metal, or rubber, or waste paper.” The industry, in his eyes, trans-
formed from “picturesque and colorful” characters to a modern, profes-
sionally managed industry.12

Lipsett collected dozens of recollections from the veteran scrap deal-
ers he interviewed. For the 1955 edition, he quoted the veteran scrap 
dealer Marvin S. Plant, who gave a representative account of the indus-
try’s progress. Plant recalled that, when he first started in the trade, 
“The scrap dealer was considered as a person who drove a horse and 
wagon, or a small two-wheeled cart peddler who roamed around the 
streets picking up various scrap materials from which his living could 
be derived. .  .  . Today, 1955, our role in the National Economy is cer-
tainly the No. 1 role — ​or very close to it, and one that is absolutely 
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necessary to the steel mill, and is regarded as a very prominent part of 
the National Economy.”13

By 1974, the idea of recycling as an environmental virtue had taken 
hold in the United States. Concern over the consequences of solid waste 
had led to the creation of both grassroots efforts and public attempts 
to divert materials out of landfills and back into industrial produc-
tion. Middle- and upper-class Americans now actively recycled as an 
environmental ethic.

Lipsett seized upon this rather new handling of waste materials as 
virtue to claim that the old junk peddlers who traversed city streets by 
the thousands and who spread out across the countryside were pioneer-
ing environmentalists. Lipsett and the Institute of Scrap Iron & Steel 
(ISIS), the major scrap recycling trade association, identified junk 
dealers as “The Original Recyclers” — ​now progressives rather than 
the bane of Progressive urban reformers (as they had been in the early 
twentieth century).

If junk collectors were the original recyclers, in Lipsett’s story, they 
were also historical artifacts. The peddlers were no more for Lipsett. 
The idea of a solitary man with a sack or buggy collecting scraps had 
given way to modern corporate scrap firms with university-trained 
management, investments in cutting-edge technology, and operations 
fitting within accepted zoning regulations and social norms. The 
scrap industry had come a long way from its immigrant roots, and 
while 1974’s scrap firms claimed to be environmentalists all along from 
those roots, the contemporary environmentalist was a far cry from the 
primitive immigrant.

The Institute of Scrap Iron and Steel encouraged this simultaneous 
embrace and distancing of the scrap trade’s heritage. In 1977, its monthly 
trade periodical Scrap Age published a special bicentennial edition cele-
brating the industry’s history in the now two-century-old United States. 
While taking pride in the stories of immigrants who went from rags 
to riches in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, it firmly 
brought the trade into the modern age, boasting of how modern and 
complex operations had become over the years.14

A variant on that story is the successful Jew who has achieved in 
a field distinct from his family’s humble roots in the waste trades. In 
this story, waste is worth a nostalgic look back by an individual who 
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has escaped it for a more glamorous life. A narrative featuring a hard-
working immigrant raising his family up from the mire so his children 
could achieve greater things was a particularly literal version of the 
rags-to-riches story.

In 1966, the journalist Harry Golden, reacting to a critical biography 
of the Hollywood film producer Louis B. Mayer, argued that Mayer’s rise 
from junk dealer to Hollywood film producer was the story of Jewish 
American success and not something to be mocked. “I think the time 
has come,” Golden wrote, “to stand up and applaud these ex-junk deal-
ers, ex-trouser pressers, and ex-glove salesmen because in the industry 
they created no one was killed; no strikers were shot down in cold blood 
. . . and no ten-year-old children were trained to . . . fix the looms as they 
were in the Anglo-Saxon cotton mills of the old South.”15

Far from seeing them as a badge of shame, Jewish celebrities like the 
actors Mandy Patinkin and Kirk Douglas reveled in their families’ hum-
ble origins. Writing in 1998, Patinkin told of his grandfather Max’s early 
life in a Polish shtetl interrupted by having to flee the czar’s army in 
1905. With nothing but “a pack on his back” he booked passage to New 
York City and ultimately made his way to Chicago. There, he invested 
his savings in a horse and wagon and became a junk peddler, a business 
he would grow into People’s Iron and Metal Company. Patinkin remem-
bers the family firm with pride, noting it “was an important part of the 
recycling business and employed many relatives, including my father 
[Lester].” His pride in the family business was evident in 1998, but by 
then Mandy and his brother Sheldon had long traded scrap for lives in 
the theater.16

Kirk Douglas placed his family heritage front and center, titling his 
1988 autobiography The Ragman’s Son. The title underlined his personal 
struggle coming from humble beginnings as Issur Danielovich Demsky, 
the Russian-Jewish son of an illiterate ragpicker in Amsterdam, New 
York, who began acting in high school and, through hard work at uni-
versity, in summer stock theater, and in the Navy, rose from poverty to 
become Broadway and Hollywood star Kirk Douglas. If Douglas sounds 
less proud of his father’s work than Patinkin, his pride stems from his 
achievements in leaving waste behind. By the end of the twentieth cen-
tury, Patinkin and Douglas were unusual in their celebrity but not the 
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general trajectory of their lives; it was not at all unusual for Jewish fami-
lies to have had an ancestor in the waste trades.17

The stories Douglas and Patinkin told of their families were mir-
rored by the stories told by industry leaders. Aaron Levinson recounted 
that his grandfather was a junk peddler who went through the streets of 
Pittsburgh with a horse and wagon collecting scrap metal in the 1920s. 
Aaron’s father and uncles took over the business and transitioned it into 
Levinson Steel, one of the largest steel fabrication businesses in Pitts-
burgh. The waste trades were a first step up the socioeconomic ladder, 
a step taken by forefathers for the benefit of their children fortunate 
enough to not have to get their hands dirty.18

Dirty . . . and White?

Enduring stereotypes of dirty work as both physically unsanitary and 
morally corrupt complicated this narrative of upward mobility. Glazer 
and Moynihan drew upon these allegations in Beyond the Melting Pot, 
noting that a “major theme in the Italian-American role in New York 
politics is involvement with crime,” and they identified an “Italian-
American superiority in organized crime.”19

This infamous stereotype drew in associations between the dirty 
work of handling waste materials and the dirty work of organized 
crime. A series of hearings by the Senate Select Committee on Improper 
Activities in Labor or Management (also known as the McClellan Com-
mittee, after its chairman, Senator John L. McClellan of Arkansas) on 
organized crime in the late 1950s made connections between Italian 
American organized crime figures and garbage handling in the New 
York metropolitan area explicit.

In 1958, the committee invited U.S. Bureau of Narcotics Agent Martin 
F. Pera to testify about these ties. Under questioning from Committee 
Chief Counsel Robert F. Kennedy, Pera claimed that Vincent J. Squil-
lante, allegedly part of Carlo Gambino’s organization (and a man who 
had been under investigation for allegedly murdering rival organized 
crime boss Albert Anastasia’s underboss Frank Scalise), had developed 
a reputed $50 million operation in garbage-hauling services in Man-
hattan, Queens, and Westchester County. Squillante’s Greater Cartmen’s 
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Association of New York, Pera charged, was “gaining a practical monop-
oly in the garbage removal field.”20

Subsequent federal investigations connected organized crime to 
several of New York City’s borough-based trade associations, with the 
Genovese family linked to the Kings County Trade Waste Association 
and the Greater New York Waste Paper Association and the Gambino 
family linked to the Association of Trade Waste Removers of Greater 
New York and the Queens County Trade Waste Association. The direct 
impact of the hearings on Squillante was his 1960 indictment on extor-
tion charges, which led to him going missing shortly thereafter. He was 
last seen that September 23, with the Gambino family suspected of kill-
ing him to avoid testifying. The broader implications of the McClellan 
Committee’s activities were public associations between New York – ​area 
waste management operations and Italian American organized crime.21

The novelist Mario Puzo referenced both Beyond the Melting Pot 
and the 1958 Senate hearings in his portrayals of Italian Americans. In 
a review of Beyond the Melting Pot, Puzo gave a favorable reading of 
the book’s depiction of Italian American upward mobility, agreeing with 
Glazer and Moynihan that alleviating social problems in the ghettoes 
would put residents on the same track of socioeconomic mobility as the 
“white ethnics” who rose before them. Puzo also noted that Frank Sina-
tra and other prominent figures had founded the American Italian Anti-
Defamation League and the Jewish Anti-Defamation League to combat 
obsolete stereotypes.22 (Other Italian Americans were more critical of 
the book. When Moynihan ran for New York City Council president 
in 1965, Paul P. Rau, Jr., of the United Italian American League assailed 
the book as a “mass of twisted facts, contorted conclusions, and hearsay 
statements,” focusing on Italian American ties to organized crime.)23

Puzo’s 1969 novel The Godfather referenced both the use of garbage 
hauling by Mafia families (in the novel, the Bocchicchio family) and 
Francis Ford Coppola’s 1974 sequel to the film version explicitly refer-
enced the 1958 Senate hearings, inserting Michael Corleone into the 
proceedings. The links between organized crime, waste hauling, and 
Italian American identity were unfortunately sufficiently iconic to merit 
inclusion in Puzo’s epic.24

The enduring criminal stereotyping that had plagued the waste trades 
before World War II complicated the narrative of progress into white 
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American identity. Notably, such stereotyping did not stop it. Both Jews 
and Italians enjoyed upward mobility after the war, including relocating 
to the suburbs surrounding New York City, Boston, Philadelphia, Cleve-
land, and Detroit. In many places where economic downturns reduced 
the employment base, white ethnics did not merely leave the inner city 
but the metropolitan area itself, moving into the Sun Belt rather than 
the suburbs. Many of the smaller communities in South Florida became 
retirement enclaves where colloquial Yiddish or Italian was common 
by the 1960s. By the end of the century, white ethnics in the suburbs 
were the norm rather than rarities, indication of the success these ethnic 
groups had achieved assimilating into white society.25

Unmeltable Americans

In Melinda Marx’s lifetime, Jews, Italians, and Southern and Eastern 
Europeans gained acceptance into white society. By the time she became 
an adult, housing discrimination and federal mortgage insurance prac-
tices no longer denied her relatives access to home ownership in par-
ticular neighborhoods. These people had made the transition to “white 
ethnics,” with the privileges and opportunities of white identity. By the 
end of the 1960s, this assimilation was sufficient that people descended 
from Southern and Eastern European immigrants could feel safely nos-
talgic about their origins. By the late 1960s, pride in European roots 
was amplified and, as the University of Chicago historian Arthur Mann 
concluded in 1969, “It is now ‘in’ to be ethnic.” The reverend Andrew 
Greeley noted that the increased consciousness of white ethnics was in 
response to heightened black consciousness and that white ethnic iden-
tity was often formed in response to economic insecurity (compared 
with both whites and blacks) and that ethnic identification involved 
“demands of white ethnic groups for control over their own destiny.”26

A century after arriving in the United States, Americans of Eastern 
European and Southern European heritage had largely achieved white-
ness. Though jokes and stereotypes about Italians and Jews still remained 
in popular culture, Italians and Jews enjoyed the benefits of whiteness, 
including home ownership in the suburbs, access to good education 
and employment, and the legal ability to marry others considered white. 
Sociological studies in the wake of Gunnar Myrdal’s indictment of 
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American racism referred to these people as “white ethnics,” rather than 
as other races; Beyond the Melting Pot concluded that, as ethnic groups, 
they were able to achieve upward socioeconomic mobility.27

“White ethnics” achieved success in corporate boardrooms and 
in politics. In the 1930s, Chicago elected Bohemian American mayor 
Anton Cermak (in an explicitly racist electoral campaign in which 
Southern and Eastern Europeans backed the Democrat and African 
Americans backed the Republican), and New York City elected Italian 
American mayor Fiorello LaGuardia. In addition to serving as gover-
nor of New York State during the 1920s, Italian American Al Smith was 
the Democratic nominee for president in 1928. Jewish politicians had 
served in the U.S. Senate as early as 1845; between 1949 and 1970, Jews 
represented Alaska, Connecticut, Oregon, and New York in the Senate. 
New York had the bipartisan Jewish achievement of having Republican 
Jacob Javits win the 1956 election to succeed retiring Democratic Sena-
tor Herbert Lehman. The presidency remained in white Anglo-Saxon 
Protestant hands throughout the twentieth century, but white ethnics 
found many electoral paths to success by 1970.

Among non-white Americans, African Americans were clearly more 
“unwhite” than anyone else. Nat King Cole’s experience testing racial 
boundaries in southern California was scarier than Groucho’s. After 
Cole purchased a house in an all-white Los Angeles neighborhood in 
1948, the Ku Klux Klan placed a burning cross on his lawn. Although 
Cole stayed in the house, his experience indicated that acceptance by 
white society was more open to Jews than to African Americans.28

Which is not to say that Jews were on completely equal footing with 
white, Anglo-Saxon Protestants in 1950. Jews, were, however, penetrat-
ing social barriers with some success and would continue to do so. The 
same could be said about Italians, Slavs, and other second- and third-
generation immigrant families who were identified by themselves and 
by others as white Americans.

African American gains were limited. Financial success during the 
period largely involved businesses catering to African Americans, 
including the Johnson Publishing Company (publishers of Ebony and 
Jet magazines) and Madame C.  J. Walker’s cosmetics company. The 
African Americans elected to the U.S. House of Representatives were 
limited to those representing hypersegregated districts. A large city did 
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not elect an African American mayor until Carl Stokes became mayor 
of Cleveland in 1967. Shortly thereafter, national media decried the ter-
rible pollution in Cleveland by publishing photographs of the burn-
ing Cuyahoga River. River fires had been periodic for decades, but the 
national outrage followed fears of what Stokes’s election might mean 
to the city.29

Mobility came as the new white ethnics were able to largely shake 
free of the stigma of waste. Many of the waste firm owners had sold out 
their interests to corporations by 1970, opting to work in more respected 
fields. Even many who stayed in waste focused on white-collar aspects 
of managing the businesses rather than handling wastes. The businesses 
located in areas zoned industrial or in ghettoes distant from the white 
residential communities Italians and Jews now had the ability to reside 
in. In just about every respect, the “low, degraded people” with “a pen-
chant for scow trimming” had transcended the stigma of waste and had 
become white Americans.

Though this upward mobility represented a great change from the 
early twentieth century, one important continuity remained — ​the bur-
dens of waste management fell unduly upon people not considered 
white. As the newly deemed “white ethnics” enjoyed the benefits of 
whiteness, people still classified as other races found waste shaping their 
communities, their employment, and their health. The stark inequalities 
that resulted were too glaring to ignore or to forgive away.

The Waste Labor Market: 1950 – ​1970

Leaving waste behind was an important facet of achieving whiteness. 
If the Jewish junk peddler was an iconic figure in the late nineteenth-
century American city, the image was a historical artifact at the end of 
the twentieth century. Many Jews transitioned out of the trade when 
better, more respectable options came open. Others saw the next gen-
eration opting out in search of better work.

Jews still participated in the scrap metal industry in large numbers, 
yet the terms of this participation had changed. Rare was the scrap 
firm in 1980 employing Jews as yard labor. Jews remained prevalent 
as owners and in managerial roles in scrap businesses, but they were 
less common among the people who regularly handled the materials. 
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Many Jews sold their ownership of firms to corporations between 1950 
and the end of the century, starting with the largest scrap firm of all, 
Luria Brothers, which was sold to the Ogden Corporation in 1953. In 
many of these cases, the corporation agreed to keep the previous own-
ers on as executives, since the experienced scrap dealers had built up 
decades of networks and professional relationships. Yet now the trade 
more resembled the mainstream of American corporations than the 
immigrant operations that cities attempted to zone away as nuisances 
earlier in the century. The Jewish junk peddler remains an important 
part of the scrap recycling industries’ heritage, yet the work and social 
status of the fourth- and fifth-generation of Jewish scrap barons’ fami-
lies had changed. These changes were to the benefit of the immigrants’ 
descendants; an example of the American Dream providing opportu-
nity to newcomers.

Analysis of occupational category by racial category in the Integrated 
Public Use Microdata Series (IPUMS) samples of the U.S. population 
for 1950, 1960, and 1970 indicates that workers in most waste handling 
occupations became progressively less white between 1950 and 1970, 
with African American and Hispanic workers represented in these 
occupations well above their representation in the general popula-
tion. The percentage of African Americans in the general population 
of the United States was 10 percent in 1950, 10.5 percent in 1960, and 
11.1 percent in 1970, and the percentage of Hispanic Americans in the 
general population was 2.1 percent in 1950, 3.2 percent in 1960, and 4.4 
percent in 1970. The percentage of non-Hispanic whites in the gen-
eral population was 87.5 percent in 1950, 85.4 percent in 1960, and 83.5 
percent in 1970.30

The share of workers in “sanitary industries” (comprising waste 
hauling, salvage, and related services) became increasingly African 
American and Hispanic between 1950 and 1970. In 1950, 22.4 percent of 
workers in sanitary industries were African American, 3.2 percent were 
Hispanic, and 74.4 percent were white and not Hispanic. In 1960, 24.8 
percent of workers in sanitary industries were African American, 5 per-
cent were Hispanic, and 69.6 percent were white and not Hispanic. In 
1970, 27.9 percent of workers in sanitary industries were African Ameri-
can, 5.8 percent were Hispanic, and 65.6 percent were white and not 
Hispanic. African American representation in the sanitary industries 
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in 1950 was more than twice their representation in the general popula-
tion, and African Americans increased their share of the sanitary labor 
force over the next twenty years.

This facet of the industry had great variance in public and private 
ownership, as well as levels of unionization. Since the 1920s, San Fran-
cisco has been distinctive in that its waste management operations are 
managed by a collectively owned association of the small immigrant-
founded scavenging operations found in most cities at the turn of the 
twentieth century. African American, Asian American, and Hispanic 
scavengers found entry into the association difficult for decades, but by 
the late 1970s, those three groups combined to account for roughly 40 
percent of the Bay Area’s scavengers. New York City’s sanitation services 
were run by the city, and the workers successfully unionized in 1956, 
with wages and safety precautions being relatively good for the industry 
(albeit with hazards on the job still well beyond that of most occupa-
tions). New York City’s Department of Sanitation resident anthropolo-
gist Robin Nagle estimates that, in the early twenty-first century, the 

“The AFSCME Collection: D.C. Sanitation: Sanitation workers and members of Local 
2091 empty Washington, D.C.’s trash, May 1974.” Walter P. Reuther Library, Archives of 
Labor and Urban Affairs, Wayne State University, Detroit, Michigan.
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department’s more than 10,000 members were roughly a quarter Afri-
can Americans, with slightly fewer than a fifth being Hispanic. More 
than half were white ethnics, though “within that category are many 
who make a sharp distinction between Irish and Italian.”31

As the number of middle-class homeowners in the United States 
increased, more Americans could afford private housekeepers. Between 
1950 and 1970, the share of private housekeepers working in American 
homes became more African American and (in lesser numbers) more 
Hispanic. In 1950, 24.3 percent of enumerated private housekeepers in 
the United States were African American, 1.7 percent were Hispanic, 
and 73.5 percent were white and not Hispanic. In 1960, 26.9 percent of 
private housekeepers were African American, 3 percent were Hispanic, 
and 69.2 percent were white and not Hispanic. In 1970, 39 percent of pri-
vate housekeepers were African American, 4.5 percent were Hispanic, 
and 55 percent were white and not Hispanic. African Americans worked 
in housekeeping at more than twice their representation in the 1950 
Census and almost four times their representation in the 1970 Census.

Roughly one-third of American laundry workers in the United States 
were African American during the period between 1950 and 1970, a 
share that remained static while the percentage of Hispanic laundry 
workers progressively grew. In 1950, 32.6 percent of enumerated laun-
dry workers in the United States were African American, 3.6 percent 
were Hispanic (mostly Mexican American), and 62.5 percent were white 
and not Hispanic. In 1960, 31.9 percent of laundry workers were Afri-
can American, 6 percent were Hispanic, and 60.1 percent were white 
and not Hispanic. In 1970, 31.2 percent of laundry workers were African 
American, 7.2 percent were Hispanic, and 59 percent were white and not 
Hispanic. African American participation in laundry work remained 
approximately three times their representation in the general popula-
tion, though the industry went into decline after the successful mass 
marketing of washing machines made mechanized laundry services 
common in middle-class American homes between 1950 and 1970.32

Janitorial work was an outlier in the sanitary workforce, as non-
Hispanic whites actually grew as a percentage of the workforce between 
1950 and 1970. In 1950, 29.2 percent of janitors and sextons in the United 
States were African American, 2.4 percent were Hispanic, and 67.9 per-
cent were white and not Hispanic. In 1960, 25.9 percent of janitors and 



Out of Waste into Whiteness  |  187

sextons were African American, 3.4 percent were Hispanic, and 69.6 
percent were white and not Hispanic. In 1970, 21.4 percent of janitors 
and sextons were African American, 4.9 percent were Hispanic, and 72.3 
percent were white and not Hispanic. This occupation is an example 
of the representation of African Americans shrinking over time, from 
almost three times their representation in the general population to 
slightly over double their representation between 1950 and 1970.

One factor that may account for the increase in white participation 
in this occupation is that janitors were more likely to be unionized than 
other waste handling workers. The 1921 founding of the Service Employ-
ees International Union (SEIU) by Chicago janitors was followed by a 
national expansion of the union between 1921 and 1980. Its strongest 
core represented workers in New York City and Chicago office build-
ings. The sociologist Ray Gold estimated that the income of the average 
Chicago janitor was $385 per month in 1952, an income often higher 
than many of the janitor’s tenants. Prior to setbacks in the 1980s, SEIU 
had achieved gains in wages and benefits beyond those of most waste 
trade workers (with the exception of some local sanitary workers who 
had also unionized).33

Service unions such as the American Federation of State, County and 
Municipal Employees (AFSCME) had successfully organized public 
sanitation workers in a few northern municipalities (most notably New 
York City), and the Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO) had 
attempted to unionize workers at a few scrap yards between the 1930s 
and 1950s. Even with those efforts, unionization rates among sanitary 
workers were low, with reluctance to organize non-white workers being 
one barrier to higher rates of organization.34

The experience of janitors aside, the demographic portrait of waste 
handling workers in the post-war period was one of African Americans 
being represented at two to four times their representation in the general 
population and Hispanic Americans gaining in both the general popu-
lation and representation in relevant occupations. Whites who were not 
Hispanic consistently were represented below their numbers in the gen-
eral population. While accurate enumeration of the third- and fourth-
generation descendants of people who had immigrated to the United 
States before 1920 is difficult, anecdotal evidence strongly suggests that 
many of the “white ethnics” — ​including Jews and Italians — ​who had 
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participated in the waste trades prior to World War II transitioned out 
of these occupations after the war.

The separation of “white ethnics” from waste handling had two com-
ponents. In many cases, Jews who operated scrap and waste businesses 
moved into more reputable occupations. One example is the scrap iron 
business Abe Levinson operated in Pittsburgh. When his sons took over 
the business, they converted it from scrap to steel production. After 
World War II, Levinson Steel was one of the largest steel producers in 
the United States.35

A second way out of waste was subtle but used often. Existing waste 
firms changed their operations, creating more specialized job descrip-
tions and placing a divide between white-collar and blue-collar work, 
in which the latter workers handled wastes while the former workers 
managed the business. The seasonal nature of scrap yard employment 
after World War II makes quantitative assessment of African Ameri-
can participation in the scrap industry difficult. Many firms paid work-
ers strictly on a cash basis without written records. Furthermore, the 
Census underreports African American participation in the industry 
because many individuals participated on a part-time basis in order 
to supplement their income. Thus an individual listed as a steelworker 
or gas station attendant might have collected scrap or worked in a 
scrap yard for decades without ever having been enumerated as such 
in the Census.

Anecdotal evidence suggests that African American participation in 
scrap handling was widespread by 1960 — ​but only at the lowest rungs of 
the industry. Though many African Americans worked for scrap firms, 
African American ownership of processing yards or brokerages did not 
exist in most cities, likely owing to racism among customers and other 
dealers. African Americans faced barriers to upward mobility in the 
industry beyond those that Jewish entrepreneurs were able to overcome. 
Cleveland scrap dealer Leonard Tanenbaum recalled several instances 
of buyers and sellers abusing his African American employees in the 
1950s if they drove his truck into customers’ businesses. In this way, the 
color line facing African Americans in 1960 was substantially harder 
than any barriers to whiteness that Jewish immigrants faced during the 
twentieth century. The racial inequalities that concentrated scrap yards 
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in African American neighborhoods also acted to deny African Ameri-
cans the opportunity to realize profits from these businesses. African 
Americans could participate in the industry as labor doing the dirtiest 
and most dangerous work, but racism from the large industrial custom-
ers that scrap firms depended upon prevented African Americans from 
rising to the level of owner or manager of scrap firms.36

Asserting Whiteness through Hygiene

Transitioning out of waste handling was one part of the complex assimi-
lation into white identity. Though it brought new opportunities, it also 
sparked concerns about cultural loss. Speaking on an American Histori-
cal Association panel with Moynihan in 1964, Yeshiva University Pro-
fessor Irving Greenberg declared that rapid assimilation was destroying 
Jewish identity and identified secular education as a particular problem: 
“The college setting is particularly destructive to Jewish culture and . . . 
80 percent of the eligible Jews now go to college.”37

The fears of complete assimilation were joined by racial resentments. 
By 1964, a conservative racial backlash against African Americans 
within white ethnic groups became visible; New York Times reporter 
William Lee Miller noted opposition to the Civil Rights movement and 
recalled hearing the following arguments repeatedly: “We Italians had 
to work our own way up — ​why can’t they?” One Irish American man 
told Miller, “Equal opportunities, eh? We didn’t have that when I was 
startin’ out.”38

Securing white identity often involved attacks against people of color. 
In The History of White People, Nell Irvin Painter quoted one Italian 
American remembering an invitation to attack African Americans dur-
ing the 1943 Harlem riot. “They’d say, ‘let’s beat up some niggers.’ It was 
wonderful. It was new. The Italo Americans stopped being Italo and 
started becoming Americans. We joined the group. Now we’re like you 
guys, right?”39

This often involved racially antagonistic politics by white ethnics 
against African Americans. Newark, New Jersey, politician Tony Impe-
riale’s stump speeches including disparaging neighborhoods that had 
become majority black, presenting a fifteen-year-old photograph of a 
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clean neighborhood back when it was majority white, then lamenting, 
“Look at it now, with garbage in the streets.” (The reporter who investi-
gated then found the streets were actually clean.)40

Imperiale’s rhetoric explicitly associated African Americans with gar-
bage, and he was accused of ties with the Ku Klux Klan. New Jersey 
Grand Dragon John Behringer claimed to have initiated Imperiale into 
the secret society in 1967, though Imperiale denied it, instead claiming 
alliance with the John Birch Society. The accusations did not prevent 
Imperiale from winning a seat on the Newark City Council or subse-
quent elections to the New Jersey State Assembly and State Senate. He 
narrowly lost a 1974 race for governor.41

If Imperiale’s campaigning in Newark represented a particularly 
virulent example of a new form of white supremacy, his rhetoric was 
consistent with an effective appeal to disenfranchised whites by the 
end of the 1960s. The following year, former vice president Richard M. 
Nixon capped a remarkable political comeback by defeating sitting vice 
president Hubert H. Humphrey using a campaign imploring America’s 
“silent majority” to embrace proposed “law and order” crackdowns on 
crime and dissent. In his speech accepting the presidential nomination 
at the 1968 Republican Convention in Miami Beach, Nixon refuted any 
associations between his “law and order” platform and racism.42

Nixon’s denials did not diminish allegations of racism. The New York 
Times quoted Gloria Marquez, executive board member of the Northern 
Westchester branch of the NAACP critiquing Nixon’s rhetoric: “Nixon’s 
appeal for law and order has a special meaning when he uses it. I’m all 
for law and order, but he is trying to get the support of the white back-
lash people around the country.”43

Even after the Supreme Court’s Loving v. Virginia decision found 
bans on interracial marriage that emerged after the Civil War uncon-
stitutional, sitting president Nixon expressed revulsion at the idea of 
interracial unions. In a discussion with White House Special Counsel 
Charles Colson about the recent Roe v. Wade Supreme Court decision, 
Nixon remarked that sometimes abortion was necessary, for example, 
“when you have a black and a white.” In 1973, President Nixon’s intoler-
ance of black-white unions belied his 1968 denials of racist intent. White 
fears of interracial sex polluting white purity endured, remaining a con-
cern in the White House.44
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Cleaner and Whiter

By the end of the 1960s, Americans of Southern and Eastern European 
descent had largely achieved the identities of “white ethnics,” with all the 
privileges whiteness offered. Many had reaped economic rewards from 
waste handling businesses; to fully embrace whiteness, most moved into 
management roles or transitioned to other occupations. Homes in the 
clean suburbs, college educations, and opportunities in white-collar jobs 
became greater possibilities. Those who remained in waste handling 
industries had the opportunities to become a managerial class. The chil-
dren of successful waste managers had the options to become managers 
themselves or to take the wealth and educational opportunities from 
their parents’ achievements and transition into cleaner, less stigmatized 
occupations. Waste handling was a nostalgic trope among white eth-
nics, an important dimension in recounting humble family origins. In 
some cases, these narratives were quite literally ones from rags to riches.

Regrettably, one aspect of the assimilation into white identities 
involved tarring other Americans with the stigma of dirt. The peo-
ple who handled sanitary services increasingly were the people not 
deemed white in the post-war era, particularly African Americans. The 
people who bore these inequalities found new ways to resist, shaping 
how Americans would understand environmental racism in the late 
twentieth century.
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“We Are Tired of Being at the Bottom”

The noxious relationship between race and waste had been evident to 
those affected by it between the Civil War and 1960s. Laundry work-
ers initiated strikes. Residents complained to politicians about poor 
sanitary services. Booker T. Washington sought to improve African 
American status with uplifted standards of hygiene. But the late twenti-
eth century brought new consciousness and modes of resistance to the 
doctrine of clean and white that shaped the conversation at the end of 
the twentieth century.

This consciousness was made most explicit through a conflict shaped 
by Henry Loeb III of Memphis, Tennessee. Loeb’s life embodied the 
achievement of the American dream. Born Jewish in the South in 1920, 
he epitomized successful assimilation into white privilege. His grand-
parents were German Jews who migrated to Memphis in the 1860s, and 
Loeb’s family grew prosperous through a laundry business founded by 
his grandfather Henry Loeb, Sr., in 1887. Moving into public service, 
Henry Loeb III was the Memphis city commissioner who oversaw the 
Public Works Department’s management of sewage, drainage, streets, 
and sanitation services. His rewards included prosperity and victory in 
two mayoral elections. Henry Loeb enjoyed the power and privilege of a 
white man in a Southern town.1

Keeping Memphis Clean

These benefits came from the complex ways in which Loeb and his 
family benefited from environmental inequalities in a city greatly con-
cerned with sanitation. Effective sanitation services are vital to all cities, 
but the Sanitation Department in Memphis has a special place in that 
city’s history. Hot and humid Memphis suffered from epidemic diseases 
as it grew. Yellow fever almost wiped the city off the map in the 1870s; 
after thousands died, more fled, and almost every person who stayed 
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became infected in 1878. In response, the state of Tennessee repealed 
the city’s charter. The creation of the Sanitation Department under Col. 
George E. Waring, Jr., in order to build modern sewers, pick up garbage, 
keep the streets clean and reduce the presence of infectious materials in 
the community as much as possible truly saved Memphis in the 1880s.

Memphis was the central city of a vast rural hinterland where impov-
erished African Americans lived and worked. Many of the sanitation 
workers had worked fields in Mississippi in abject poverty with few 
rights and had come to the city for better wages. Collecting garbage and 
yard waste was in many ways a step up, but the work was dangerous, 
brutal, and ill paid. The workers were not respected by their employers 
or by many of the residents and businesses who benefited from waste 
removal. Aside from the hazards the trucks posed, sanitation workers 
had to handle all sorts of materials from tree limbs to broken glass to 
biological wastes that could infect, poison, or injure them. In the Mem-
phis summers, this work was conducted under temperatures regularly 
exceeding 90 degrees, often without shade or breaks to get water. Sani-
tation workers could be maimed at any time, and crippling injuries were 
common. Once disabled on the job, a worker had little recourse for 
compensation and was vulnerable to a life of poverty.

The tensions over waste and race that had increased throughout 
the twentieth century culminated in a Memphis confrontation, and 
the focal point of that confrontation was Mayor Henry Loeb III. The 
family business, Loeb’s Laundry Cleaner Company, employed African 
American women to do the hard work of cleaning clothes at low wages. 
This arrangement made the Loeb family prosperous. Henry Sr. passed 
the laundry business on to his son William, ensuring that young Henry 
III lived a comfortable life. He attended Phillips Academy prep school 
and Brown University. His friends included John F. Kennedy (who, like 
Henry, served on a patrol boat during World War II), and Loeb’s service 
in World War II later made him attractive to the Memphis electorate.2

Coming home from the war, Loeb began managing Loeb’s Laundry 
Cleaner Company in 1946. There, twenty-six-year-old Henry resisted 
efforts from black workers to organize unions, kept wages and overhead 
low, and continued to keep the enterprise profitable.3

In 1951, Loeb married Mary Gregg, the 1950 queen of the Memphis 
Cotton Carnival (a celebration of the Cotton South and the Confederacy). 
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His wife belonged to the Episcopalian Church, which he joined in 1963. 
Loeb’s civic participation included raising money as chairman of the 
American Legion’s Red Cross fund.4

A tall man referred to in the sympathetic local press as handsome, 
jovial, and independent of the infamous Crump political machine, 
Loeb began his political career by winning a race for the Memphis City 
Commission in 1955. Many blacks supported him for suggesting during 
his campaign that, as a Jew, Loeb would be sympathetic to black Mem-
phians’ needs. Each of the four elected commissioners ran a department 
of the municipal government with great latitude, and Loeb had control 
over the Public Works Department. The department’s responsibilities 
included road maintenance, repairing city vehicles, and (continuing the 
work of George Waring) ensuring that sewage and drainage functioned 
effectively, as well as handling the city’s garbage.5

Loeb changed the name of the Garbage Department to the Sanitation 
Division. Although the focus of the department was removing waste 
as a hazard, Loeb embraced the battle of waste as inefficiency, gaining 
a reputation for carefully looking at the bottom line and transform-
ing the department into a paragon of honesty (in reaction to Mayor 
E. H. Crump’s legendary graft and corruption). During the 1950s, Loeb 
pledged that Memphis’s Public Works Department would benefit blacks 
and whites alike, and indeed road repairs, garbage collection, and sew-
age maintenance improved throughout the city.

An argument could be made that Loeb thought himself a benevolent 
manager of the Public Works employees. If, like John C. Calhoun, he 
thought them to be inferior, he also at times used his authority to help 
them. Public Works employee and labor organizer Thomas “T. O.” Jones 
remembered that during the time Loeb ran Public Works between 1956 
and 1960, “he did many good things for the men. . . . He was the first 
commissioner to bring vacations to them and he also was the first com-
missioner to allow them sick time, when a man was actually sick, and 
he could bring in a statement and he would be paid for it.” Compared to 
previous management, Loeb corrected many things in the department 
because “he would come down and he would talk to the men and he 
wouldn’t allow the foremens to say that ‘I’ll take care of this situation,’ 
and things like that. He would hear from the men.”6
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The Emerging Environmental Inequalities of Memphis Sanitation

Keeping those efforts in mind, Loeb’s management of the Public Works 
Department put undue burdens on African Americans. Loeb’s manage-
ment of municipal services was influenced by his success in the laundry 
business — ​keeping costs down at the expense of black workers. Far and 
away, the majority of workers in the department were African American 
men, and Loeb’s transformation of the department forced the workers 
to work much harder while he held down wages and failed to invest in 
the repair and replacement of obsolete equipment. Under Henry Loeb, 
the Public Works Department became a more dangerous place to work.7

When a white resident reported that black sanitation workers were 
selling some of the scrap metal, rags, and bottles they collected, Loeb 
charged them with infringing upon the city’s “right to contract.” In re-
sponse, he forced them to work an additional hour each day without pay.8

Workplace discrimination was a problem. Former Mississippi share-
cropper L. C. Reed began working for the Public Works Department in 
1954. When workers were not needed, the department sent black men 
home without pay. “They never sent white men home, only black men,” 
he said. While the black men were sent home, the white men would 
“just sit there . . . they didn’t have no one to work . . . they just sit there 
till four o’clock and then get up and go home [and draw their pay].”9

Ed Gillis, who worked primarily in the asphalt division of the Pub-
lic Works Department, experienced racial discrimination on a regular 
basis. The black workers were subservient to the white workers, both in 
authority and wages. The most dangerous and dirty work was done by 
black workers under orders from “truck drivers [who] get out there, and 
they’re white, they want to dictate, they want to boss.”10

This explicit realization of environmental inequalities had benefited 
Loeb’s family for years, and it also bolstered his political career as an 
example of his incorruptible passion for clean government. City ser-
vices without theft, without organized labor, and without bribery were 
thus efficient services providing the best value to the taxpayer. That 
these services also were performed by impoverished African Americans 
was not a problem. Indeed, that, too, may have extended Loeb’s popu-
larity among the white electorate.
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Mayor Loeb’s White Privilege

As Commissioner Loeb set his sights on higher office, he embraced rac-
ist politics. Running for mayor in 1959, he declared: “I would fight any 
integration court order all the way.” This stance worked. White Mem-
phians elected Loeb mayor in 1959 with the largest number of votes in 
the city’s history. The electorate was racially divided; though Candidate 
Loeb had sought the black vote in 1955, he made no effort to do so in 
1959. His share of the black vote in the commissioner’s election of 1955 
was 12 percent; in the mayoral election of 1959 it was 2 percent.11

In his first term, the racial employment record of his time as commis-
sioner continued throughout the city, with African Americans having 
few prospects for well-paying jobs. Only 42 of Memphis’s 1,200 police 
officers were black, whereas almost all of the 1,300 Public Works employ-
ees were black. The exposure to injury and disease associated with the 
work fell exclusively on the African American community despite the 
entire metropolitan area contributing to the wastes that had to be man-
aged. As Loeb became mayor, William “Bill” Farris succeeded him as 
commissioner overseeing Public Works. Farris continued the harsh 
treatment of organized labor Loeb had established in the 1950s. After 
Jones and some of his colleagues began their attempts to organize, Far-
ris’s manager Jimmy Cole brought them into the office to inform them 
their work was not satisfactory. The workers refused to accept the forms 
stating this, and they were fired on June 27, 1963. Jones informed Cole 
that they knew they were being fired for being active in the attempts to 
establish a union rather than any job-related performances.12

Despite the racist campaign and harsh working conditions, the 
black workers of the Public Works Department attempted to work with 
Mayor Loeb. As Loeb’s first term neared its end, T. O. Jones attempted 
to meet with him to discuss the labor problems. Jones later remembered 
the mayor telling him “Tom, this is a matter that you have to talk with 
Bill Farris on. He’s the commissioner.” But the commissioner claimed he 
had no authority to recognize a union, a stance in keeping with Mayor 
Loeb’s history.13

Enjoying his success, Loeb entertained a bid for Tennessee governor 
in 1962, but he became mired in conflicts with the city commission-
ers as he sought to impose his authority on them despite their having a 
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history of autonomy. This conflict spilled into the media. As Loeb faced 
increasing criticism from the Memphis Commercial Appeal and Mem­
phis Press-Scimitar, he sought to limit their access by vowing to respond 
only to written questions instead of unscripted interviews. Failing that, 
he planned to hold daily televised press conferences, but the local tele-
vision stations declined to participate. In the wake of mounting pub-
lic opposition, Loeb briefly engaged in a re-election campaign during 
the late summer of 1963. That September, however, Frederic Thesmar, 
who managed Loeb’s Laundry, died of a heart attack. Loeb’s mother and 
brother William urged Loeb to leave public office and run the family 
business. Complying, he resigned in October, one month before the 
1963 election.14

Upon receiving news of Mayor Loeb’s resignation, the African 
American newspaper Tri-State Defender blasted the outgoing mayor for 
“afford[ing] himself the folly of dreaming the clock back to Ante Bellum 
days,” and hoped the resignation would end Loeb’s political career.15

Marginal Improvements between Loeb’s Terms

With that, Henry Loeb returned to private life. As was the case in 1946, 
Loeb’s management of the family laundry business was profitable. The 
more moderate mayor William B. Ingram was elected and took office 
January 1, 1964. Pete Sisson became the commissioner overseeing Public 
Works. Memphis remained anti-union, but the Public Works Depart-
ment employees found the new administration more receptive to talk-
ing. Workers felt conditions improved somewhat; although all of the 
foremen remained white men, Gillis recalled that the new mayor and 
commissioner improved labor conditions, established an oral grievance 
procedure, and invested in new equipment. “Pete Sisson said if he got 
elected he’d take the tubs off the colored men’s hands. Well, he did that. 
He got them little scooters there for them to put the tubs in and push 
’em and roll ’em, and then he got them other little scooters with the trac-
tors on them for the men to put the garbage on.”16

AFSCME prepared a charter to create Local 1733 in Memphis, and 
the workers held a dedication ceremony on November 13, 1964.17 The 
city still did not formally recognize the workers’ right to organize, but 
informally did negotiate with labor representatives. Jones, Sisson, and 
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Ingram negotiated an agreement in 1966 on labor relations. The depart-
ment had people working from 7 a.m. to 5 p.m. on irregular days of the 
week. This agreement was never signed, but Jones remembered it was 
put into effect: “The mechanics were used, and it was helpful, very help-
ful.” However, Jones believed that someone — ​perhaps at the Chamber 
of Commerce — ​pressured Sisson not to sign the agreement. “He would 
be impeached, so he said.” That said, the terms were observed through 
1966 and 1967.18 After the threatened strike, Commissioner Sisson pro-
vided the workers with new rain gear; union representatives remarked 
that Sisson was “the first, the only commissioner that gave rain gear.”19

The Public Works employees had made moderate progress, but their 
old adversary was planning his return to public life. Having arranged 
for his brother William to manage the laundry business, Loeb decided 
to run for mayor again in 1967, declaring he had done what he needed 
to do to run the family business, “and now I’m free to do what I please. 
I want to run for mayor.” If opposition to integration had defined his 
1959 campaign, the 1967 run was even more racially charged. Running 
against moderate incumbent William Ingram, Loeb used slogans like 
“Law and Order” and “Be Proud Again” in catering to white voters. The 
gambit succeeded; Loeb defeated Ingram in a November runoff, car-
rying more than 90 percent of the white vote. Loeb came into office in 
January 1968 “over the determined opposition of practically the entire 
black community,” remembered Reverend Benjamin Hooks.20

A Confrontational Loeb Returns

As Loeb began his second term as mayor, Local 1733 struggled to sur-
vive. T.  O. Jones had only about forty dues-paying members out of 
nearly 1,300 sanitation workers in the Public Works Department. The 
city intimidated workers away from the union, and that worsened under 
Loeb. Jones and fellow organizer Joe Warren, desperate, came to Loeb 
over the summer of 1967 and pledged to support his campaign if he’d 
support their right to organize. He refused. Warren remembers Loeb 
saying “I want all of you to go fishing on election day, I’m gonna win 
anyway,” and when Warren threatened the workers would strike under 
Mayor Loeb, Loeb responded: “You’ll be the first one fired.”21
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Although Mayor Loeb was a self-styled sanitation expert who prided 
himself on being aware of the best practices for the department, his 
refusal to listen to labor representatives alienated the workers. Although 
he claimed to have an open-door policy to listen to any worker’s prob-
lems, in practice this did not work. A man who has worked eight hours 
on a garbage truck, Jones recounted, would have to visit the mayor’s 
office. A worker could not do that without changing into clean clothes, 
and he may not have time to do that. Furthermore, the mayor’s open 
house was only on Thursdays, and a worker with grievances had to wait 
in line to see the mayor. “He’s got a problem, and he goes in and he dis-
cusses it with the mayor, and the mayor tells him, says, ‘Well, I’ll take 
care of this for you,’ you know. Alright. This gripe, or this grievance 
continues to linger on, linger on, linger on. It steadily builds up. The 
foreman is still possibly doing the same thing he was doing at first. No 
relief from the mayor.”22

This was the policy under Mayor Loeb’s first term, and it was the pol-
icy in his second. Upon regaining office in January 1968, he immediately 
commanded public works employees to extend their hours repairing 
roads and collecting garbage without overtime pay. The discriminatory 
decisions to send black workers home without pay continued. Ed Gil-
lis remembered the reasonable dialogue that had occurred with former 
Commissioner Sisson immediately ended. Sisson was better about let-
ting workers work and paying workers when it rained than Farris was, 
then when Loeb came in again as mayor, he would call workers in out of 
the weather and not pay them.23

Two weeks after Loeb returned to office, drainage worker L. C. Reed 
remembered, he went to work at 7:15 a.m. “There come a shower of 
rain that morning, and it rained about half an hour after we checked in 
and worked, and they told us to wait awhile. And after then . . . Super
intendent Stanley Smith [in the drainage department] cut the crews, 
and before the crew leaves the barn the sun would be shining pretty, but 
still go home.”24

Twenty-two men were sent home without pay. They complained to 
Jones, who got Public Works director Charles Blackburn down to the 
sewage and drainage department on High Street to discuss the situation. 
Jones demanded Blackburn pay the workers for four hours because they 
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reported to work and they were asked to work and they were willing to 
work. Two weeks after the discussion, the workers discovered they had 
been paid for two hours. Jones demanded four hours; ultimately, those 
workers were paid for two hours.25

The workers felt sending sewage and drainage workers home in win-
try conditions was more about saving money than working conditions. 
Jones said if the men of the garbage collecting division had been sent 
home, “I could’ve kinda seen it, cause garbage freezes in cans without 
no tops and water’s there. It won’t come out. The men have to turn it up 
and beat on the can. Sometimes they have to get a stick and pries [pry] 
it out, you know, because it’s frozen. But this situation was in the sewer 
and drainage department.”26

Not only did the workers feel the decision was about saving money, 
it was made at the expense of black workers. Jones estimated that Public 
Works had 50 whites and approximately 150 blacks in that sewage and 
drainage area and recounted that “we never had but one white man — ​
two white men — ​who actually had membership in Local 1733, from the 
time it was chartered. And therefore, it was a racial thing, because we 
didn’t have one white man from at that installation . . . no whites were 
sent home, period.”27

An Enraged Workforce Walks Out

Although Local 1733 had had difficulty organizing members of the 
Public Works Department, the situation with the sewage and drain-
age workers’ pay infuriated them. Jones contacted Jerry Wurf with the 
national American Federation of State, County and Municipal Employ-
ees (AFSCME) union to send organizer P. J. Ciampa into Memphis so 
that Jones and Loeb could resume dialogue with the mayor.

A committee was designated by the membership to go with Jones 
to Director Blackburn’s office, where the representatives relayed the 
labor concerns about wages and working conditions. Jones recalled that 
Blackburn had “nothing to offer us. And he really didn’t show us that he 
wanted to be cooperative about anything. . . . He said that they mayor 
wouldn’t let him do it.”28

The astoundingly small stakes involved in the pay dispute pro-
vide evidence that the Public Works Department’s goal was less fiscal 
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responsibility than dominating a disrespected workforce. No workers 
with the title “foreman” or “crew chief ” were black; positions of author-
ity and higher pay were exclusively given to white workers.29 Had the 
four-hour pay issue been settled in the workers’ favor, there might not 
have been a walkout. The money involved — ​two dollars per man, for a 
total of $44 — ​might have prevented the strike.30

Public works employee Ed Gillis saw the pay issue as racial:

If they can pay a white man $33 and $34 a day to sit up on that roller and 
roll asphalt, and he works about 40 minutes a day at the least, that’s the 
most he works — ​40 minutes a day — ​they could give us a raise, see.

[Mayor Loeb] could have did that. He was just stubborn, low-down, 
contrary. “Let the garbage pile up on top to the top of one of these build-
ings, wouldn’t make no difference.”31

These were the stakes when Ciampa and Jones met with Blackburn. 
They established a dialogue that was to continue via a letter to the city 
from Ciampa. Jones then accompanied Ciampa to the airport so Ciampa 
could fly back to Washington. As Jones was leaving the airport, he saw 
that one of the men who had been working under Blackburn’s direction 
was in a city car going to the Democrat Road installation, which led 
from the airport. Jones recalled, “I followed him in. He was driving so 
fast and everything, you know, so I wanted to know what was wrong. 
And he said, ‘You hadn’t heard?’ and I said, ‘No. Heard what?” And he 
told me these two men were killed in this packer.”32

The two workers, Echol Cole and Robert Walker, had been killed on 
a garbage truck. They were riding on the back of the truck as was proce-
dure in Memphis’s Department of Public Works. In a pouring rain, the 
two men tried to take cover as best they could by climbing onto a perch 
between a hydraulic ram used to compact the garbage and the inner 
wall of the truck. Somewhere along the drive, the ram activated, crush-
ing the two men to death. One had tried to escape, but the mechanism 
caught his raincoat and pulled him back to his death.

Deaths had been anticipated, as workers had complained about the 
dangerous, malfunctioning equipment. The garbage collectors said it 
was “a disgrace and a sin, that they shouldn’t’ve continued to use that 
particular piece of equipment.” Complaints had been filed about several 
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trucks’ motors and brakes were failing. The complaints went unheeded 
until the tragedy occurred.33

The deaths infuriated the workers. Already angered about the pay 
issue, they gathered with local clergy (including the reverend James 
Lawson) and union activists to demand safer work conditions, better 
pay, the right of union representation, and a measure of respect. The 
issue of respect was vital, as the workers equated the city’s treatment of 
them to the treatment of sharecroppers. As Jones put it, “You could say 
that a man is against a man because he’s a Negro, and then you could 
say, on the other hand, that a man is against a man because he’s a Negro 
and wants to upgrade himself.”34

Cole and Walker’s deaths were the culmination of decades of subju-
gation, made worse by the recent worsening treatment by the mayor’s 
office. The subjugation was not simply of working people, but of Afri-
can Americans. In Memphis, African Americans effectively were the 
sanitation department — ​1,300 black workers, some who grew up in the 
city, others who had left the crushing poverty of the cotton fields in 
Mississippi to pick up the garbage and yard wastes of all Memphians.

The sanitation workers had been complaining about dangerous work 
conditions in the meeting about the sewage and drainage workers’ pay. 
They had reported equipment problems to the city, and this concern 
was among the grievances Ciampa was to follow up with via the letter 
to Blackburn.

Workers had frequently expressed concerns to Jones about the safety 
of the equipment they used, and he in turn would relay those concerns 
to the director of Public Works. The problem with the particular truck 
that had killed Cole and Walker was what was called a “weenie (or wie-
ner) barrel packer,” which was used for compacting garbage and, in this 
case, had a faulty motor. Instead of repairing or replacing the faulty 
motor, the department’s response to complaints about it was to start it 
up in the morning and feed it gasoline throughout the day so it would 
not shut off. After several complaints about the motor, Jones had gone 
to the yard where the sanitation workers’ trucks were, and the compac-
tor with the faulty motor would be running.35

“Faulty equipment, that’s all,” Jones remembered in 1970. “Well, if 
they turn it off, they had to boost it off to start it again. I think it would 
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have been cheaper to have boosted the thing off. And we would possible 
have had two men living today. ”36

After the deaths, Jones got in touch with Blackburn, who said he 
was sorry that the tragedy had happened and that the city was going 
to correct it. But by this point, Blackburn’s labor force was enraged. 
There had been no progress on wages or improvement on the pathetic 
state of the equipment they had to use, and now two men were dead. 
When Jones and the delegates returned to the 900 waiting men after 
the meeting with Blackburn to inform them of the negotiations, and 
even though the letter to Blackburn had not yet been written, the work-
ers decided to walk out immediately. Mayor Loeb, for his part, stub-
bornly said: “You’ve got my back against the wall and I’m not the kind 
of mayor to budge.”37

Jones recalled that “the decision was made by the men, and we had 
to report back to them, because before we left they said point blank, 
‘If he gives us nothing, we give him nothing for it .  .  .’ meaning they 
were going to withhold their services. We didn’t strike. We just withheld 
our services.” He emphasized the choice was that of the rank and file, 
not the leadership. The union worried that without planning, without 
developing a strike fund, and without coordination, a walkout would 
fail. Jones said, “I asked them not to withhold their services and they 
told me no!”38

This was work white people in Memphis considered beneath them. 
The city found this out the hard way when it tried to recruit whites to 
fill the jobs during the strike. In Memphis, the necessary, vital work of 
keeping the neighborhoods clean was not respected by the government 
or by most of the citizens. It was dirty work, done by inferiors as far out 
of sight and out of mind as possible. Even as garbage piled up, the city 
did not negotiate. Mayor Loeb and Director Blackburn did not believe 
the walkout would succeed. The fact that a walkout happened at all 
stunned Loeb, who didn’t believe it possible. “These men of 1968, who 
are the same persons on the job, are not the men of 1958 that I begun 
with,” he said.39

For his part, Mayor Loeb framed his position as benevolent leader for 
the greater good, and he characterized his disappointment at the work-
ers’ decision as one that threatened public health: “As mayor, I represent 
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the whole city. First, I represent these men, and have been available, and 
will be available, to discuss their problems. Second, and most impor-
tant, I represent the public, whose health is endangered, and this cannot 
be tolerated.”40

Waste and the Rhetoric of Civil Rights

Although the mayor claimed that the tasks of the sanitation department 
were crucial to local public health, he did not characterize the workers 
who performed those tasks as anything other than servile to the city. As 
the city demeaned the workers as infantile and disrespectful, the work-
ers seized upon a proud, defiant slogan: i am a man!

The slogan was shouted and repeated on hundreds of signs in 
marches, refuting the paternalism Mayor Loeb expressed toward the 
workers. As all residents of Memphis quickly learned, the sanitation 
workers’ efforts were necessary to their quality of life, and tensions rap-
idly escalated just days into the standoff.

The strike quickly moved beyond a simple demand for better work-
ing conditions as it neatly defined the frustration of the city’s African 
American community had in living with the existing forms of segre-
gation. Passion for the strike built in the churches, and the sanitation 
workers’ cause was seen in town as a civil rights issue.

This consciousness has roots in the Civil Rights era. The fight for 
social justice had produced several results by the winter of 1968. Four-
teen years earlier, the U.S. Supreme Court had ruled unanimously in 
Brown v. Board of Education that racial segregation in public schools 
was unconstitutional. The decision opened the door for further chal-
lenges to the Plessy v. Ferguson doctrine of separate but equal that had 
allowed Jim Crow laws to flourish for seventy years. Following Brown, 
ten years of demonstrations culminated in a March on Washington in 
the summer of 1963. Accomplishments to this point included success-
fully desegregating transportation systems and challenging the color 
line in universities, restaurants, and a variety of public accommoda-
tions. By the summer of 1965, President Lyndon Johnson had signed 
the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965, both 
intended to dismantle racial segregation across the United States.41
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Many challenges lay ahead. Residential settlement patterns in the 
United States were more segregated in 1965 than they had been in 1920. 
Thirty years of mortgage insurance policies favoring new construction 
and white settlement on the suburban periphery (and making invest-
ment in areas with any African Americans difficult) had drained capital 
from urban neighborhoods across the United States and exacerbated 
racial segregation.

Martin Luther King, Jr., watched the movement grow with great inter-
est. After a period of historic accomplishments, he had encountered two 
years of great frustration. Riots in Watts and Detroit in 1965 amplified 
the need to address segregation and economic inequality in Northern 
and Western cities. A march through Chicago’s Marquette Park neigh-
borhood to protest racial segregation in Northern cities had achieved 
nothing. Dr. King, after being hit with a rock in the face, remarked he 
had never seen “mobs as hostile and hate-filled as I’ve seen in Chicago. 
I think the people from Mississippi ought to come to Chicago to learn 
how to hate.”42

In early 1968, Dr. King’s campaigns had expanded beyond breaking 
the color line in the South to attempting desegregation in the urban 
North and to oppose the American presence in Vietnam. His vision 
of equality increasingly incorporated economic issues and the rights 
of poor people. The criticism Dr. King received for these stances was 
fierce, and media coverage even among the outlets that had given sym-
pathetic perspectives on the civil rights marches in the South began to 
echo the J. Edgar Hoover accusations that Dr. King was a Communist 
and subversive.

Frustrated with a lack of progress on racial equality (despite the 
1964 Civil Rights Act, violence in several cities between 1965 and 1967 
underlined the continued racial and economic inequalities that plagued 
the United States), Dr. King proposed a Poor Peoples’ Campaign that 
would ideally produce “distributive justice” in the form of govern-
ment programs to abolish poverty by providing poor people enough 
money to pay for their own housing, education, and necessities. Far 
from promoting the image of “welfare queens” that Ronald Reagan 
infamously demonized in 1980, these programs would allow partici-
pants to get the training required to get and keep a good job and work 
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one’s way out of poverty without being beaten down by perpetual debt 
while reducing the problems of crime, violence, and substance abuse 
that accompanied poverty. Dr. King’s proposals were not unique at the 
time, as many politicians and academics proposed similar antidotes 
for the ills of poverty. Yet the scorn he received for advocating these 
ideas helped make a sustained campaign difficult. In the winter of 1968, 
Dr. King made several speeches to build the campaign, yet with few 
organizational achievements.

For Dr. King the Memphis sanitation workers’ strike reflected the 
injustice he was fighting. Despite conflicts between his staffers at the 
Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) and strikers, King 
urged labor and civil rights activists to work together. The poor working 
conditions and benefits that this exclusively African American work-
force put up with while removing the wastes of the city of Memphis 
were as apt a setting for King’s Poor People’s Campaign as any he had 
found. Imploring his staff to see the strike through, King remarked “the 
movement lives or dies in Memphis.”43

The strike quickly became a national focal point for labor activism 
and civil rights. Memphis’s churches and local National Association for 
the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) chapter saw it as the 
launching point to address the systemic ills of segregation plaguing the 
city. Caught by surprise by the sudden walkout, AFSCME saw it as an 
opportunity to unionize municipal workers in a city that had resisted 
unionization. Dr. King saw it as the way to present the Poor People’s 
Campaign to the nation.

On March 18, 1968, Dr. King came to Memphis. Speaking at the 
Bishop Charles Mason Temple in front of 25,000 people (the largest 
indoor mass meeting of the Civil Rights movement) he framed the 
struggle as an issue of justice, declaring: “We are tired of being at the 
bottom. . . . We are tired of working our hands off and laboring every 
day and not even making a wage adequate to get the basic necessities of 
life. We are tired of our men being emasculated so that our wives and 
daughters have to go out and work in the white lady’s kitchen leaving 
us unable to be with our children and give them the time and attention 
that they need. We are tired.”44

The crowd, fully into Dr. King’s speech, enthusiastically agreed when 
he extended the strikers’ plight to that of all African American Mem-
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phians and asked them all — ​if the city did not come to terms with the 
strikers — ​to have a general work stoppage. The alliances, both local and 
national, involving labor organizations and civil rights organizations 
were complex. The local media, sympathetic to the mayor, branded the 
strikers as shiftless and Communist and national union organizers as 
unwelcome. White people in Memphis had a bad reaction to Ciampa’s 
presence, running unflattering stories in the newspapers and distrib-
uting bumper stickers saying “Ciampa Go Home.”45 The reaction to 
the national AFSCME presence did not surprise Jones. “This has been 
a tradition with the Southern white. When someone come in to help 
the blacks that you’re just stirring up trouble, you know. ‘We know our 
own people.’ ”46

Within the movement were complex relationships. Some of the min-
isters in local African American churches also were workers in the Pub-
lic Works Department, so the churches were already involved to some 
degree. Then the Ministers’ Alliance got the local to touch base with 
several people, including black civic leaders and some white labor lead-
ers. The local was receptive to their help, Jones said: “Because we needed 
community involvement; we could not discard the community.”47

The involvement of Dr. King and the SCLC brought national atten-
tion to the dispute, though the local was concerned that the SCLC’s pres-
ence would distract from the negotiations. Ultimately, Jones thought 
their participation distracted from the original intent of the walkout: “A 
union has always tried to keep an issue as a union issue,” Jones recalled, 
“but where there are as many blacks involved as was there, or there are 
other blacks involved, it finally becomes to be a racial issue, let’s face it. 
Because, I don’t know why — ​but for some reason the civil rights group 
is going to get in there. And you cannot tell them no. Especially where 
you’re reading out for support.”48

Jones had been working in a context of organized labor, with rhetoric 
and strategies coming from organized labor. When King came in with 
the rhetoric and strategies of the Civil Rights movement, Jones felt this 
produced conflict. “Well, a lot of people tie civil rights issues and labor 
issues together, and I guess they are right. But I say a labor problem is a 
labor problem and should stay in a labor context. . . . When you get the 
civil rights people involved . . . it does muddy up things you know. They 
come in with different ideas, and they want to do different things. And 
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you got your militants that follow certain civil rights groups and all that. 
So you got problem.”49

In contrast, Gillis valued the efforts of the ministers, whose emphasis 
on nonviolence prevented much more bloodshed. The tensions within 
the movement were the result of an unprecedented set of alliances push-
ing what had started as a dispute over waste workers’ pay and working 
conditions into a focal point of the national civil rights struggle.50

Violent Assertions of White Privilege

Dr. King’s participation drew national media attention to the Memphis 
strike. Despite the national focus, Mayor Loeb held firm in his refusal to 
negotiate. His truculence sparked a consumer boycott of Memphis busi-
nesses, and as tensions escalated, so did the city’s willingness to suppress 
the movement with violence. A march on March 28 erupted in violence 
and tear gas. Maxine Smith of the Memphis NAACP looked down the 
line of demonstrators and saw some “very unsavory characters” remov-
ing heavy sticks from picket signs. She had never seen picket signs that 
large — ​they looked more like clubs.

Signs appeared on the sidewalks: “Damn Loeb — ​Black Power is here.”
Memphis police sought to crush any possible violence from the dem-

onstration with an overwhelming show of violence. When it was over, a 
sixteen-year-old boy named Larry Payne had been killed at the hands of 
the police. Six-hundred seventy people were injured, and 155 stores were 
damaged. Dr. King and James Lawson opposed the confrontation, with 
King announcing, “I will never lead a violent march, so, please, call it 
off.” But it was too late.51

Dr. King’s reputation suffered because of this march, with critics 
mocking his calls for nonviolent activism as hollow. Picketing contin-
ued after the march was broken up but under conditions that belied 
America’s reputation as a free society. The city’s stance against the strike 
was literally militant, forcing picketers to march in single file in the 
presence of overwhelming security forces.

Dr. King regrouped to speak at one more rally at the Mason Temple 
on April 3, delivering the “I’ve Been to the Mountaintop” speech, which 
proved to be his final public address. The speech should be read (or 
better yet, heard) unabridged to appreciate Dr. King’s call to economic 
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and nonviolent action, but an important aspect was King’s focus the 
city’s unjust dealings with vulnerable sanitation workers. He lamented 
that the press focused on violence rather than the fact that 1,300 sani-
tation workers were on strike “and that Mayor Loeb is in dire need 
of a doctor.”52

The metaphor of illness to describe white Memphians’ behavior was 
repeated one more time in the speech. King said this was a struggle that 
had to be seen through to the end, and it would be tragic not to stand 
up for the workers regardless of the dangers. He referred to the personal 
threats on his life, wondering, “What would happen to me from some of 
our sick white brothers?” King’s choice of words amplified the irony of 
Memphis delegating vital sanitation work to African Americans in ways 
that corrupted the moral health of the white population.

He concluded by proclaiming to the crowd that he was not afraid of 
death, even if he might not live to see the movement through to victory. 
Whatever happened to him, he had been to the mountaintop and seen 
what progress lay ahead. With that, he inspired the crowd to keep mov-
ing toward the Promised Land.

Civil Rights Marchers with “I Am a Man” Signs, Memphis, 1968. The Bettman Archive 
BE001140, used under license from Corbis Images.
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He was killed the following evening. When Americans hear the words 
“MLK” and “Memphis” together, minds inevitably turn to the details of 
Dr. King’s death. Too often, though, we forget what Dr. King was doing 
in Memphis — ​and that his death effectively ended the strike as the city 
recognized the union’s right to exist in the wake of the overwhelming 
grief and rage that gripped the nation. We forget how the events of early 
1968 reflected not only his long-standing campaign for civil rights, but 
how that concern intersected with the specific injustices of the sanita-
tion workers in ways that compelled Dr. King to work with them.

Aftermath: Justice for Sanitation Workers

In the immediate aftermath of Dr. King’s death, his widow Coretta Scott 
King led a march through the streets of Memphis that attracted inter-
national attention. The Public Works Department workers held fast to 
their demands that Loeb recognize their right to organize. Meanwhile 
President Johnson implored Mayor Loeb to end the strike. The outrage 
over Dr. King’s death allowed the strikers to win recognition from the 
city and gain some measure of job security and economic justice.53

In some respects, the stakes were small. The money demanded for 
wages and equipment was a pittance of the city’s budget. That it took 
the killing of a Nobel Peace Prize recipient, the specter of riots across 
the United States, and pressure from the president of the United States 
for the city to settle indicates how invested Memphis and Mayor Loeb 
were in subjugating the black sanitation workers. The dispute was about 
respect for the workers as valuable guardians of public health doing the 
work Mayor Loeb took credit for as commissioner and mayor. Loeb 
positioned himself as the protector of Memphis’s hygiene and charac-
terized the workers as ungrateful dupes led astray by forces from outside 
of Memphis.

Mrs. L. C. Reed, wife of one of the strikers, saw Loeb as condescend-
ing and paternalistic, unable to see the workers as men or bargain sin-
cerely with them:

I believe if Mr. Loeb had taken the men and talked to them and explained 
to them there wasn’t no money and explained to them that he would 
give them a raise when he could, but still instead he was telling them 
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like some little child, like you tell a little child, “Go on back to work, I’ll 
give you some candy,” or “Stop that!” You [can’t] treat them like little 
children you know, anybody. Men are mens these days, no matter what 
color they are.

They’re men and they’s supposed, you know, to look out for them-
selves. You don’t tell men, you know, just talk to them any kind of way. I 
believe if he had just got them all and talked to them, that they would 
have gone on back to work and all this would have been, you know, 
different ways.54

T. O. Jones, the man who had worked for eight years to unionize the 
sanitation workers, who had himself been the target of an incredible 
amount of threats and physical abuse, tearfully summed up the mood 
upon ratification of the new union contract. “We have been aggrieved 
many times, we have lost many things. But we have got the victory.”55

It was a victory that combined the efforts of civil rights and labor 
organizers, both local to Memphis and nationwide. Dr. King’s involve-
ment and framing of the dispute in moral terms, combined with the 
tragedy of his assassination, provided the legitimacy to overcome Mayor 
Loeb’s resistance to recognizing the power of his black workers. Jones 
recognized this, summing up the victory as having happened when “the 
muscles of the community and the muscles of the nation began to get 
behind you. Then when the muscles of the President stepped in, these 
people have a right, you know, and this is what really helped to change 
the climate tremendously, in my opinion.”56

It was not, to be sure, a victory that would erase all existing injustices, 
but it was a victory that would better the lives of hundreds of workers. 
After 1968, waste handing in Memphis remained the domain of black 
labor, but at least these workers had won the right to collectively bar-
gain. Their struggle presented the most forceful revolt yet against racial 
inequality in waste disposal practices.

Environmental Justice beyond the Memphis Strike

The confrontation at Memphis was relevant to the long history of envi-
ronmental racism in two respects. The first was the role of Mayor Henry 
Loeb III. Mayor Loeb was the descendant of Jewish immigrants who 
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had gained wealth through a chain of laundry businesses. The chain 
employed mostly African American women to do the labor as the fam-
ily reaped the wealth. Loeb enjoyed an elite education and mingled with 
elite whites in Memphis, even converting to the Episcopal Church. He 
had achieved the full measure of white privilege and used this status to 
win elections. Once in power, he managed Memphis’s sanitation depart-
ment as he had managed the family business. His confrontational, 
paternalist approach toward the workers provoked the walkout and the 
tragic violence that ensued.

The Memphis strike was also important for what the strikers accom-
plished. The words “environmental justice” did not pass through any 
sanitation worker’s lips in 1968. The terminology and expressed goals of 
that movement were more than a decade away from coming into exis-
tence. Yet the consciousness of organizing non-white workers who were 
performing the dirty work to keep the city clean and framing that orga-
nization as an issue of justice was an important precedent for the ways 
in which environmental racism would be addressed.

The immediate aftermath of the Memphis action saw momentum for 
organized labor and its alliance with the Civil Rights movement. Under 
pressure from President Johnson, Mayor Loeb negotiated a contract 
with AFSCME. Subsequently, the national union worked to organize 
sanitation workers in other cities. In the months after the Memphis 
strike concluded, T. O. Jones left his post as president of the local and 
worked with the national AFSCME to organize other locals of sanita-
tion workers, including ones in Tampa and Saint Petersburg, Florida, 
Baltimore, and Spring Valley, New York. The union sent Jones to Wash-
ington, DC, with the instruction to assist SCLC in any way that they 
could.57

When the Memphis Public Works employees allied first with local 
churches and then the national Civil Rights movement, their cause 
shifted from being a labor grievance to a more complex definition of 
their plight as demeaned black waste workers seeking social justice. The 
city’s paternalism and inequitable working conditions that placed the 
dirtiest jobs in black hands shaped that definition. The burdens of waste 
and race had become a nationally recognized civil rights issue.

The conflict between Mayor Loeb and the Public Works employees 
was a conflict between those who enjoyed the privileges of racialized 
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hygiene and those made vulnerable by the environmental burdens 
of racialized hygiene. The conflict consumed the city, left an American 
icon dead, and triggered strife across the United States. It also produced 
an articulated resistance that joined waste handling workers, organized 
labor, African American churches, and the people and organizations of 
the Civil Rights movement in fighting the status quo. It led to an imme-
diate victory in recognizing the workers’ right to organize and negotiate 
their working conditions. This victory was followed by similar victories 
across the nation.

Although the Memphis sanitation workers won the right to organize, 
environmental inequalities persisted in the city as well as throughout 
the United States. The vast majority of laborers charged with handling 
Memphis’s wastes remained African American. The overrepresenta-
tion of people of color in waste handling occupations across the United 
States remained well above their representation in the general popula-
tion ten years after the Memphis strike.

Members of African American communities across the nation had 
complained about waste facilities sited in their neighborhoods for 
decades; in the years after the Memphis strike, these complaints were 
reframed as violations of civil rights. In 1978, plans to create a landfill in 
the majority African American middle-class Houston, Texas, neighbor-
hood of Northwood Manor resulted in the attorney Linda McKeever 
Bullard filing a class-action lawsuit that successfully blocked the land-
fill. During the trial her husband, the sociologist Robert D. Bullard, 
completed a study of waste siting in Houston that established that siting 
was based upon racial characteristics of the chosen areas, regardless of 
income levels.58

In 1982, the state of North Carolina considered how to dispose of 
32,000 cubic yards of soil contaminated with toxic PCBs (polychlori-
nated biphenyls) that had been illegally dumped along the roadways in 
fourteen North Carolina counties in 1978 by the Raleigh-based Ward 
Transfer Company. It settled on an area that seemed to have little politi-
cal capital. Warren County, a rural, mostly African American county 
in northern North Carolina (closer to Virginia Beach than Raleigh or 
Charlotte), was selected as the disposal site. In the 1980 Census, War-
ren County had the highest percentage of African Americans in the 
state; it was also one of the poorest counties in North Carolina. The 
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precise location of the landfill was Afton, a community that was 84 per-
cent African American. The selection of the site continued a pattern of 
inequalities that endured because the state reasoned that little political 
opposition would emerge in poor, rural, black Warren County.59

Yet the announced plans drew powerful responses by a coalition 
resembling the one that came together in Memphis. Local residents 
organized, forming the Warren County Citizens Concerned About 
PCBs. National civil rights leaders, black elected officials, environmen-
tal activists, and labor leaders joined the local protestors. The reverend 
Leon White of the United Church of Christ’s Commission for Racial 
Justice, reverends Joseph Lowery and Ben Chavis and Fred Taylor of the 
Southern Christian Leadership Conference, District of Columbia House 
Delegate Walter E. Fauntroy, and approximately 500 supporters were 
able to focus the national limelight on the tiny black town of Afton.

Dr. Charles E. Cobb, director of the United Church of Christ’s Com-
mission for Racial Justice, voiced his strong opposition to the landfill 
and other siting decisions that make blacks and the poor bear a heavier 
burden than other communities. Cobb’s rhetoric framed the waste issue 
as a matter of civil rights: “We must move in a swift and determined 
manner to stop yet another breach of civil rights. We cannot allow this 
national trend to continue. If it means that every jail in this country 
must be filled, then I say let it be. The depositing of toxic wastes within 
the black community is no less than attempted genocide.”60

Their protests did not prevent the trucks from rolling in and dump-
ing their loads. The state began hauling more than 6,000 truckloads of 
the PCB-contaminated soil to the landfills in mid-September 1982. Just 
two weeks later, more than 414 protesters had been arrested. The protest 
demonstrations in Warren County marked the first time anyone in the 
United States had been jailed trying to halt a toxic waste landfill.61

Although the demonstrations in North Carolina were not success-
ful in halting the landfill construction, the protests brought a sharper 
focus to the convergence of civil rights and environmental rights and 
mobilized a nationally broad based group to protest these inequities. 
Many more conflicts based on race and waste would come. With those 
conflicts came a new strategy informed by the Memphis experience. 
Waste had become a part of the consciousness of civil rights and racial 
equity. Those protests followed the Memphis model of discussing the 
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dangers of waste in a civil rights context. In contrast to the environ-
mental movement that developed in the wake of Rachel Carson’s Silent 
Spring in the 1960s, the Environmental Justice movement was rooted 
in the institutions and rhetoric of the Civil Rights movement. The alli-
ances and arguments of Memphis provided a context for these pro-
tests and the research that has informed American understanding of 
environmental justice.

After the 1982 Warren County demonstrations, Fauntroy directed 
the 1983 U.S. General Accounting Office (GAO) to complete a study 
of hazardous-waste landfill siting in the region. This study, completed 
in 1983, observed a strong relationship between the siting of off-site 
hazardous-waste landfills and race and the socioeconomic status of 
surrounding communities.62

The GAO study identified four off-site hazardous-waste landfills in 
the eight Southern states in Region IV of the Environmental Protection 
Agency (Alabama, Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, Mississippi, North Caro-
lina, South Carolina, and Tennessee). It concluded that, although blacks 
made up about 20 percent of the region’s population in the 1980 Cen-
sus, they constituted the majority population in three of the four com-
munities where the off-site hazardous-waste landfills were located.63 
The facility siting controversy cannot be reduced solely to a class phe-
nomenon because there is no shortage of poor white communities in 
the region.64

The GAO provided broad regional evidence of racial disparities in 
toxic waste siting. The same year its study was released, the NAACP 
passed its first resolution on hazardous waste. Subsequent protest 
actions were instrumental in getting the New York – ​based Commission 
for Racial Justice to sponsor its 1987 national study of toxic waste and 
race. This national study, like the GAO report on the South, found a 
strong association between race and the location of hazardous-waste 
facilities. Race was by far the most prominent factor in the location of 
commercial hazardous-waste landfills, more prominent than household 
income and home values. The report concluded that

—	Race proved to be the most significant among variables tested in 
association with the location of commercial hazardous waste facili-
ties. This represented a consistent national pattern.
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—	Communities with the greatest number of commercial hazardous 
waste facilities had the highest composition of racial and ethnic 
residents. In communities with two or more facilities or one of the 
nation’s five largest landfills, the average minority percentage of the 
population was more than three times that of communities without 
facilities (38 percent vs. 12 percent).

—	In communities with one commercial hazardous waste facility, the 
average minority percentage of the population was twice the average 
minority percentage of the population in communities without such 
facilities (24 percent vs. 12 percent).

—	Although socio-economic status appeared to play an important role 
in the location of commercial hazardous waste facilities, race still 
proved to be more significant. This remained true after the study 
controlled for urbanization and regional differences. Incomes and 
home values were substantially lower when communities with com-
mercial facilities were compared to communities in the surrounding 
counties without facilities.65

Following more than a century of environmental inequalities, waste 
had become a recognized civil rights issue in the United States. Exist-
ing environmental inequalities would be articulated as environmental 
justice issues. A new chapter in American environmental history had 
begun. The illusion of “clean and white” endured after Memphis, but a 
new resistance conscious of the illusion’s consequences had emerged.
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A Dirty History

Waste is a social process, and waste management practices in the United 
States reveal the constructions of environmental racism. Since the end 
of the Civil War, American sanitation systems; zoning boards; real estate 
practices; federal, state, and municipal governments; and makers and 
marketers of cleaning products have all worked with an understanding 
of hygiene that assumes that “white people” are clean, and “non-white 
people” are less than clean. This assumption is fundamental to racist 
claims of white supremacy, a rhetoric that involves concepts of “race 
pollution,” “white purity,” and the “dangers” of non-white sexuality as 
“miscegenation.” It is also fundamental to broad social and environ-
mental inequalities that emerged after the Civil War and that remain in 
place in the early twenty-first century.

Are Americans unique in our waste handling practices? In some 
respects, no. Social inequities in waste siting and handling exist 
throughout human societies. In India, for example, the Hindi caste 
system evolved over thousands of years to include a lower caste — ​the 
untouchable Bhangi — ​who are charged with handling wastes. By 1912, 
observer John MacGowan noted that the lowly classes in China had 
“for ages” settled the issue of fertilizing the nation’s fields by collecting 
“night-soil” (human excrement) and carrying it to the agricultural dis-
tricts. Although Parisians valued that city’s elaborate sewer system when 
it was constructed, few bragged about the sewer workers who kept it 
functioning. Work with waste rarely escapes stigma in any corner of the 
world, and waste handling people are often classified within a particular 
social group.1

The American example, however, has important distinctions — ​
exceptions that reveal much about assumed social and spatial norms in 
this country. The cultural assumption of white cleanliness has shaped 
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modern American society — ​and not only during the era of Jim Crow, 
when facilities ranging from water fountains to restaurants to hospitals 
were racially segregated to protect white society from racial pollution 
south of the Mason-Dixon line. American residential settlement pat-
terns were shaped by a cultural understanding of suburbs as cleaner 
than cities, as refuges of nature available to white people (initially the 
upper and upper-middle classes, and then, with government assistance, 
working-class white families after World War II). For most of the twen-
tieth century, these suburban idylls were de jure or de facto exclusive to 
whites — ​and to the people who achieved whiteness over time. “White 
flight” from the dirty cities to the pristine suburbs was so commonplace 
as to be called a symptom of the urban crisis in the final third of the cen-
tury. And, as the historian Adam Rome has argued, the modern envi-
ronmental movement emerged from those white middle-class families 
who moved to the suburbs and found that the smog from automobiles, 
watershed destruction from subdivisions, and solid waste management 
problems from sprawl made their new suburban lives dirtier than they 
imaged, expected, and had paid for. By 1970, white people expected to 
have clean bodies and clean clothes and to live in clean neighborhoods, 
with waste out of sight and out of mind.2

Who could blame them? For a century, American waste manage-
ment systems had been organized to keep white communities clean. 
From the time that garbage hauling and scrap material recycling had 
become profitable for private enterprise in the United States in the 
early twentieth century, these waste management jobs have largely been 
done by people who were not considered white at the time they were 
doing these jobs. Historians are thus able to offer a key contribution 
to our contemporary discussion of racial and environmental problems, 
for the definitions of whiteness in the United States have evolved over 
time to include more people, including those of Irish, Italian, and Jewish 
ancestry. Yet they have not evolved, to the date of this book, to include 
African Americans; Latino communities are likewise still referred to as 
people of color. The Environmental Justice movement that emerged in 
the 1980s grew in recognition that Americans of non-white identities 
were particularly vulnerable to working in and living near toxic waste 
sites, and it emerged with the rhetoric and alliances that informed the 
Memphis sanitation workers’ action in 1968.
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The inequalities endure, as do the constructions of environmen-
tal racism. The corrosive stereotype of “clean and white” affected a 
watershed moment in American race relations. On January 20, 2009, 
Barack Obama took the oath of office as president of the United States 
of America. More than one million people huddled together on the 
National Mall to witness his inauguration. Days before the big event, 
the historian Douglas Brinkley declared that the swearing-in of the first 
black president of the United States “is the culmination of the freedom 
struggle. It’s a national marathon of incremental steps that began with 
the first slavery revolt, continued through the Civil War, Reconstruc-
tion, the Jim Crow era and the civil rights movement.”3

“There is no way we can overdramatize what is happening,” Brink
ley stated. “When he takes the oath of office, there will be a healing. If 
slavery is our original curse and racism is our national disease, Obama 
is a cultural healing agent.” From the moment he captured the nation’s 
attention at the Democratic National Convention in 2004, the young 
senator from Illinois ably wove his story as part of a grand American 
narrative, one including not only civil rights leaders but presidents 
from Jefferson to Lincoln to Roosevelt. The forty-fourth president of 
the United States offered a rhetoric of unity.4 After the event, Brinkley 
exclaimed: “Barack Obama’s inauguration stands as the most uplifting 
public spectacle in contemporary American history since Neil Arm-
strong walked on the moon.”5

If the inauguration promised change, it revealed continuities. Stand-
ing by the new president’s side throughout the festivities on January 20 
was his vice president, Joe Biden. Two years earlier, on the day his own 
bid for the presidency began, Biden attempted to compliment his rival 
for the Democratic nomination. Speaking to a reporter for the New York 
Observer about the crowded Democratic field, Biden described Obama 
as “the first mainstream African-American who is articulate and bright 
and clean and a nice-looking guy.”6

The comment immediately demolished Biden’s presidential cam-
paign. Critics blasted the senator from Delaware for racial insensitivity. 
The economist and blogger Duncan Black wrote: “Volumes could be 
written about all that was wrong with what Biden said about Obama, 
but I believe we’ve just witnessed the shortest presidential run in his-
tory.” Josh Marshall of Talking Points Memo, responding to reader posts 
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that a missing comma in the transcript may have changed the meaning 
of Mr. Biden’s words, said: “Even with the comma it’s really condescend-
ing, bordering on racist. And it would still probably mean that Biden’s 
mouth presents a clear and present danger to Democratic electoral 
prospects no matter what he meant.”7

Many white observers (reportedly including the outgoing president 
George W. Bush) were confused that an attempted compliment might 
get Joe Biden into so much trouble, but African American journalists 
had little difficulty expounding on Biden’s offense. In the Boston Globe, 
columnist Derek Z. Jackson wrote that Biden’s comments “sparked a 
debate about unconscious stereotypes about white people still being 
shocked in the year 2007 that educated black people can speak, take 
baths, or aren’t running off with your purse.”8

Jackson’s comment about taking baths underlined the truly offensive 
nature of the comment. Writing in the Washington Post, the columnist 
Eugene Robinson politely admonished the Delaware senator. “I’ll leave 
it to Joe Biden to explain (or figure out) why he used ‘clean’ as one of a 
logorrheic string of adjectives describing his Senate colleague Barack 
Obama. I’m not sure his initial revision and extension of his remarks — ​
that he meant ‘clean as a whistle’ — ​get him off the hook.”

Robinson noted that Obama’s reaction attempted to deflect the most 
incendiary aspects of the comment, focusing on the misperception of 
Obama as the first articulate candidate for president. Obama stated: “I 
didn’t take Senator Biden’s comments personally, but obviously they 
were historically inaccurate. African American presidential candidates 
like Jesse Jackson, Shirley Chisholm, Carol Moseley Braun, and [Al 
Sharpton] gave a voice to many important issues through their cam-
paigns, and no one would call them inarticulate.” As Robinson noted, 
Obama did not reference the “clean” remark at all, nor did he address 
its implications.9

Biden’s choice of words implied that Obama’s oratorical skills were 
certainly above average, and while the senator from Illinois had already 
established himself as a superb speechmaker, in context the compliment 
implied that most men of African heritage were not good speakers. But 
why did Biden think to call Obama clean? The comment seemed meant 
to separate an exceptional individual from the norm — ​a norm where 
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African Americans were considered less than clean. There is no ques-
tion as to why Jackson and Robinson drew offense; the question is what 
prompted Biden to think of the term.

The answer is that, whether conscious or unconscious, Biden’s choice 
of words revealed the troubling history of the United States’s particu-
lar system of classifying dirt. In this case, Obama was not materially 
harmed by the comment; the immediate effect damaged Biden’s can-
didacy, and Obama went on to win the presidency. Yet even as Obama 
moved into the White House, material consequences of the stereo-
type continue to harm many in the United States. Two months after 
Biden’s comment, the United Church of Christ published an update to 
its 1987 report. Toxic Wastes and Race at Twenty, 1987 – ​2007, conclud-
ing that “race continues to be an independent predictor of where haz-
ardous wastes are located, and it is a stronger predictor than income, 
education, and other socioeconomic indicators.” Despite two decades 
of grassroots organizing and recognition from the U.S. Environmental 
Protection Agency that environmental justice is a concern, the report’s 
findings “raise serious doubts about the ability of current policies and 
institutions to adequately protect people of color and the poor from 
toxic threats.”10

The material consequences of waste siting persist. The material 
consequences of racialized waste work also continue to harm workers. 
Barack Obama rose to fame after winning the Illinois Democratic pri-
mary for U.S. Senate on March 16, 2004. Two weeks after the primary, 
on the morning of April 2, Daniel Valdivia left his home in Cicero and 
headed east into Chicago to his job at a plastics recycling facility on the 
city’s West Side. Around two o’clock that afternoon, while standing on a 
platform feeding plastic waste into a reprocessing machine, he lost his 
footing, fell, and got entangled in the machine’s automatic shredder. He 
was pronounced dead at the scene. Daniel Valdivia was 65 years old.11

The facts of this workplace accident were almost not newsworthy. 
Workers performing the dirty work of managing industrial society’s 
wastes risk injuries and illness every day. The accident took place inside 
a facility on Chicago’s West Side, located in the middle of one of the 
largest African American communities in the United States. The dead 
worker was of Hispanic heritage, representative of the ethnic makeup 
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of the material recycling industry’s workforce. Rare is the material recy-
cling facility in the Chicago area where the workers on the line are not 
Hispanic or African American.12

The workplace conditions Echol Cole and Robert Walker faced per-
sist. Every day, workers handling wastes are exposed to ear-damaging 
volumes; particulate matter and fumes; risks of puncture, abrasion, and 
chemical burns; and even possible explosions. The burdens of waste 
labor remain racially unbalanced. As I researched this book in 2013, 
eighteen-year-old worker Luis Carmarillo died when the hydraulic 
compactor of a paper recycling truck crushed him. His death occurred 
a brief walk from my office in Brooklyn; the papers that I, a professor, 
place in my office recycling bin may have been in that truck.13

The circumstances that killed Cole and Walker inspired new resis-
tance to environmental racism, but environmental racism continues to 
imperil American waste workers. Without attention to the cultural con-
structions of waste and race, and the material consequences of those 
constructions, the United States will be home to environmental inequal-
ities well into the future. Perhaps reconsidering the history of the nation 
through the lens of dirt will help Americans attend to these enduring 
inequalities and enable the United States to live up to Thomas Jefferson’s 
declaration that all its people are created equal, with the ability to enjoy 
life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.
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