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Women, Race and
Economic Crisis

One pleasure of intellectually en-
gaging audiences in a new country is
that responses are not predictable. T
have been fortunate to have several
opportunities to present my research
during my year as a Fulbright Senior
Lecturer in Japan. My talk at the Uni-
versity of Tokyo Center for American
Studies brought thought-provoking
comments and questions from faculty
and students form several institutions,
including the two campuses at which T
have taught, Tsudajuku Daigaku and
Nihonjoshi Daigaku.

My research on Black and white
working class women's survival strate-
gies during the Great Depression chal-
lenges several assumptions of women's
historians. Women of color have con-
tradicted the common feminist premise
that gender unifies women, by illus-
trating how race and class create dif-
ferent realities. T further complicate the
picture by analyzing not only diver-
gences along racial lines, but areas of
commonality during a major crisis. My
sources -- 1500 interview with Black
and white working class women con-
ducted by the Women's Bureau of the
Department of Labor during the 1930s
and hundreds of letters written by do-

2

by Lois Rita Helmbold

mestic workers to New Dealers -- en-
able me to paint a more nuanced pic-
ture.

As employment and income
dwindled, housewives minimized con-
sumption, returned to subsistence pro-
duction, and utilized their imaginations
and resourcefulness to provide food,
clothing shelter, comfort, and cleanli-
ness for themselves and their families,
outside the cash nexus. Race described
few differences in strategy. But if
unwaged work illustrated similarities
among women, their relationship to the
labor market was marked by race.
Within a sex-segregated labor force,
racial segregation confined urban Black
women to the service sector, especially
domestic jobs, while white working
class women worked in the clerical,
sales, manufacturing, commercial ser-
vice, and domestic service sectors.

The Depression strategy most
regularly adopted by working class
women of all races, ages, and marital
statuses was downward mobility into
less desirable jobs. School teachers
became clerical workers, clerical work-
ers found sales jobs, sales workers
turned to factories, operatives took jobs
as waitresses or in laundries, commer
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cial service workers found employment
in domestic service. Women from ev-
ery occupational background, as well
as those returning to or newly entering
the labor force, all competed for do-
mestic jobs, the worst jobs. Because
Black women had been largely con-
fined to domestic work, and because
so many additional women sought em-
ployment, Black women dramatically
lost jobs in the urban north. Already
occupying the bottom rung of the oc-
cupational ladder, they could not move
down. Women who were white,
young, single, Christian, and attractive
by the standards of their era had the
best chances of remaining employed.
Despite a movement against the em-
ployment of married women, white
wives increased their share of the la-
bor force while Black women lost jobs
-- from a 23% decline nationally to a
42% decline in Chicago over the de-
cade.

In letters to New Dealers pro-
testing their exclusion from minimum
wage and maximum hour legislation,
long-term domestic workers and
declassed women who turned to
household work described long hour,
low wages, and demeaning treatment.
Armed with the knowledge that legis-
lation protected other workers, they
advocated for their inclusion in labor
legislation. White women frequently
compared their conditions to slavery,
finding that institution the most apt
metaphor for the horrors of the Great
Depression. Yet they distanced them-
selves from Black women, claiming that
they were entitled to better treatment
than slaves. They almost never men-
tioned Black women workers, appar-
ently unaware and unconcerned that
Black women's situation was far worse
than their own, and indeed, that their
own employment sometimes came at
the expense of Black women's jobs.
African American women, on the other
hand, not only described employers
firing them to hire white women, but
sometimes asked for change on behalf
of all domestic workers. The
marginalized understood more than the
group with more privilege, even though
both groups lacked power in the domi-
nant culture.

This contrast between white
women's belief in their entitlement to
decent working conditions and Black
women's solidarity in calling for better
treatment for all domestic workers, re-

gardless of race, is, I believe, instruc-
tive. Living segregated lives, Black
women knew far more about white
women than the reverse. White women
asserted gender and class-conscious
analyses and requests for government
protection, but they addressed issues
of race and ethnicity primarily to com-
plain about "foreigners" or Black people
taking jobs they believed belonged to
them. Black women were more likely
to express solidarity, to name gender,
and class, and race, and to include
white women in their appeals.
Everywhere T have spoken in
Japan, audiences have wanted to dis-
cuss Affirmative Action. The backlash
against the gains of the Civil Rights
Movement is palpable as angry white
men complain that "women and mi-
norities" have taken "their" jobs, and
Affirmative Action has been attacked
and dismantled. T see a reverse paral-
lel in the 1930s. Some white women
survived the economic crisis because
they took so-called "Negro jobs" that
they would not have considered previ-
ously. The displacement of one group
of workers by another happens in both
directions. Do jobs "belong" to any-
one? What do racial and class and gen-
der competition for survival mean in a
capitalist economy in which, by defini-
tion, there are not adequate jobs for
all? The audience engaged in lively
discussion on these issues, ending this
event with substantial food for though.

Dr. Lois Rita Helmbold : Professor, Coordinator of
Women's Studies, and Chair of Social Science Depart-
ment at San Jose State University.
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