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Introduction

Just about every weekend in the late 1980s and 1990s, my parents shuttled 
my younger sister and me from our home in Baltimore City to one of Mary
land’s suburban shopping malls for an all-day excursion. Our tour guide of 
sorts was my mother. No matter what shopping center we visited—Golden 
Ring Mall, White Marsh Mall, or Eastpoint Mall—we parked by the entrance 
of Hecht Company and began our jaunt in the store’s shoe department. For 
what felt like hours, my mother browsed and tried on shoes, while my father 
wandered over to the men’s department and partook in his own shopping 
ritual (which, to be honest, remains a bit of a mystery because my sister and 
I tended to stay within eyeshot of my mother). Effectively, my sister and I 
were left to our own devices: we pranced the selling floor in oversized 
display shoes, played make-believe with store mannequins, or found a quiet 
place to camp out and read books we had brought from home. Occasionally, 
my sister and I bickered over a pair of shoes we both wanted to try on; but 
our spats ended as quickly as they began with one stern look from my 
mother—a look that unmistakably said, “Don’t make me come over there.” 
Here, amid the display of women’s shoes, the two of us constructed a 
playground or nursery of sorts—amenities that had disappeared from 
department stores nearly twenty years earlier.

After my mother finished shopping for shoes, and despite our silent 
wishes to head to the toy department or leave the mall altogether, she led 
us to women’s handbags, sportswear, housewares, and then the children’s 
department. Even if she found what she was looking for at Hecht’s, she 
would always “take a quick look at what they’ve got” in Woodward & 
Lothrop, Macy’s, and Lord & Taylor. Of course, nothing about her “taking a 
quick look” was quick. In those stores, my mother followed her same shop-
ping pattern—shoes, handbags, clothes, housewares, and then more clothes. 
She visited each store with the same exuberance as she had in Hecht’s, 
while the rest of us grew increasingly impatient, bored, restless, and tired. 
Frequently she crossed paths with family members and friends and pro-
ceeded to stand in the aisles gossiping and exchanging information about 
her purchases or lack thereof, which were usually attributed to poor store 



2 Introduction

inventory or sales. Our birthdays were the only times we deviated from my 
mother’s shopping pattern. Rather than head directly to Hecht’s shoe de-
partment, we would have a “fancy” lunch at Woodies—one of the few 
department store restaurants that remained in northern Maryland—and 
then begin my mother’s ritual.1

For several years in the late 1980s, my mother worked as a part-time 
saleswoman at Hecht’s, selling handbags. The hours permitted her to 
continue working as a part-time bank teller as well and to care for two young 
children. But department store sales work lacked the prestige and status that 
had accompanied this work in the early to mid-twentieth-century. No longer 
were sales workers versed in the art of selling and tasked with “dressing 
customers from head to toe.” Instead, since the proliferation of self-service 
retailing after World War II, sales workers often had very little to do until 
the customer was ready to make a purchase; they were mere cashiers, for 
all intents and purposes. Further, as my mother quickly learned, few sales-
women made a career out of department store work anymore. For most 
women, as for her, this work was a temporary stop on the way to something 
better. So, when she was offered a full-time position at the bank—a position 
that offered the potential for advancement—she gladly accepted.2

As my sister and I grew older, we continued to join our parents on their 
department store visits—much to our chagrin. But while they perused 
traditional retail emporiums, my sister and I met up with friends in the mall 
food court and then wandered in and out of specialty stores that sold 
clothing, books, and trinkets. We did not have the same relationship with 
department stores as our parents or grandparents, who also spent their 
weekends hunting for bargains on nonessentials that marked their middle-
class aspirations and standard of living. Instead, we pined for outfits and 
accessories that resembled those of young celebs and were sold in specialty 
stores such as the Gap, the Limited, and Abercrombie and Fitch, which 
played current music loudly and employed teenagers (some of whom were 
my friends).

In our view, department stores were not “cool.” They were not trendy, 
fashion-forward sites of leisure, nor did they confer the type of image and 
status teenagers and budding adults sought in the final decades of the 
twentieth century. Arguably, many still hold this opinion. Department stores 
have become less relevant to adult shoppers, and therefore less profitable, 
especially since the advent and proliferation of online shopping. They have 
been on a downward trajectory, with their decline leading some to believe 
that these institutions and the retail industry generally are in the midst of 
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a “retail apocalypse.” In 2017, Macy’s closed nearly 70 stores, J.C. Penney 
closed 138 locations, and more than 350 Sears and Kmart stores shuttered. 
The bloodletting, however, continues. In early 2018, J.C. Penney announced 
plans to close 8 stores before the year’s end, which translates into ap-
proximately 480 job cuts.3 Macy’s planned to close 11 stores by the end of 
the first quarter of the fiscal year. Sears was scheduled to close 39 stores 
and 64 Kmart locations by early April. Bon-Ton Stores, the corporate par-
ent of Carson’s, Boston Store, and other department store chains, revealed 
plans to close 47 of its 260 stores and is on the fast track to bankruptcy, ac-
cording to news reports.4 (Department stores are not the only retailers suf-
fering, as more than 5,000 traditional retailers closed due to poor sales and 
increased competition from Amazon and other online retailers in 2017; their 
fate speaks volumes about the future of American retailing, citizenship 
and identity, and capitalism.)

I tell my story here because, in essence, it is the story of this book. Depart-
ment stores were epicenters, or as one historian called them, “palaces,” of 
American consumption and modernity in the twentieth century.5 For the 
better part of this period, these establishments were lavishly designed build-
ings of tremendous size that treated customers, particularly female cus-
tomers, for whom department stores were built, to various luxuries and 
services.6 They arguably informed the lives of all Americans. They were 
places of consumption, leisure, and work, as well as sites for self-fashioning, 
self-expression, and human satisfaction.7 They enthroned consumption as 
the route to democracy and citizenship and invited everyone—regardless of 
race, gender, age, class, and country of origin—to enter, browse, and pur-
chase often superfluous material goods. But even as department stores cele-
brated democracy, they were, in fact, Jim Crow institutions designed to 
satisfy the needs and desires of middle-class whites, albeit with an ambig-
uous color line. African Americans, therefore, were initially hired only in 
menial positions, though a few eventually moved up to white-collar jobs 
in sales and in the office. Meanwhile, African American customers were 
welcome to shop, but were provided uneven, unequal service and found 
their movements and participation in the usual shopping “experience” se-
verely constrained. They were routinely refused service at lunch counters, 
restaurants, and beauty shops. They were forbidden use of dressing rooms 
and restrooms, were prohibited from trying on and returning clothes, and 
could be arbitrarily refused entrance or service at any moment.

In many ways, then, department stores resembled hotels, amusement 
parks, swimming pools, and other coveted leisure and commercial sites to 
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which African Americans were denied access and equal treatment in the 
twentieth century. Hotels excluded blacks from their premises, flouting the 
law of hospitality and the Civil Rights Act of 1875, forcing travelers of color 
to journey miles—sometimes hundreds of miles—out of the way to secure 
admittance to safe lodging.8 Amusement parks, dance halls, theaters, and 
movie houses, along with bowling alleys, pool halls, and parks, were spaces 
where the social classes and genders mixed, but racial segregation was 
rigorously maintained.9 Swimming pools, however, were different. Initially, 
they were “austere public baths” that reinforced class and gender divi-
sions yet allowed racial integration. In the 1920s, as the economy pros-
pered, European immigration declined, black migration increased, and a 
sexual revolution thrived, municipal pools became “leisure resorts, where 
practically everyone in the community except black Americans swam 
together.”10

The African American struggle for equality in public accommodations, 
thus, has been largely conceived as an effort to control and gain equal access 
to public spaces. Increasingly, however, scholars now recognize that this 
struggle was never completely separated from black Americans’ efforts to 
dismantle voting, school, housing, and employment discrimination. Both 
Victoria Wolcott and Jeff Wiltse, for example, argue that contestations over 
segregated amusement parks and swimming pools reflected the changing 
demographics of urban and suburban neighborhoods (the movement of 
African Americans into localities that had previously been inhabited by 
whites) and the new residents’ desire—or rather right—to partake in the 
recreation facilities in areas where they lived.11 Wolcott also notes that 
“demands for access to recreation and other public accommodations . . . ​
[were] not unrelated to labor activism, as black and white workers expe-
rienced the limits of brotherhood in their leisure time.”12

Such connections—and more—were glaringly apparent in department 
stores. As places of both employment and consumption, department stores 
promoted a racialized democracy even as they inadvertently exposed the 
blatant contradictions of a Jim Crow society espousing democratic ideals. 
Consequently, these stores became optimal sites for black resistance to 
discrimination at work and at leisure. Thus, African Americans organized 
the department store movement, a potpourri of campaigns that varied 
across time and space in leadership, size, tactics, and organization. This 
movement aimed to secure for blacks, like my mother and myself, the right 
to freely experience all that this industry and American consumer culture 
offered. It promised to not only dismantle Jim Crow but also facilitate the 
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growth of a modern black middle class and advance black economic free-
dom and well-being.

Movement leaders understood that Jim Crow was particularly vulnera-
ble in department stores, especially at a historical juncture when ordi-
nary Americans’ realization of true democracy had become intricately 
tied to their identity as consumers. They leveraged their collective labor and 
buying power, employed various protest strategies, including persua-
sion, boycotts, and picket lines, and obeyed the canons of bourgeois re-
spectability to fully integrate their demands for equal treatment as both 
workers and consumers. Although some of the earliest documented cases 
of black activism in the department store industry date back to the First 
Great Migration,13 the department store movement was an outgrowth of 
the “Don’t Buy Where You Can’t Work” movement and began in the late 
1930s. Building on the goals, tactics, organization, and momentum of the 
“Don’t Buy” movement, it fixated exclusively on department stores both 
in and outside black neighborhoods. During the Second World War, the 
department store movement broadened its reach to recruit the power of 
store workers and labor unions. In the postwar era, the movement held 
behind-the-scenes meetings with store officials, executed successful lunch 
counter sit-ins and selective patronage programs in the 1950s and 1960s, 
and challenged the reconsolidation of race discrimination in the courts in 
the 1970s. The movement effectively ended in 1981, with the unsuccessful 
conclusion of the Sears, Roebuck, and Co. affirmative action cases and in 
the context of the radical transformation of consumption practices and 
labor relations.

As African Americans integrated sales and clerical work and dismantled 
the barriers to their full participation in consumer culture, a modern black 
consciousness took shape that was both raced and classed; indeed, the 
department store was arguably a key site for the inception of a modern black 
middle class. “Modern” here refers to class identity produced by consumer 
capitalism, rather than a worker’s status in industrial capitalism. During the 
first half of the twentieth century, class status in black communities was 
defined as much by relationships with American consumer culture as by 
occupation: consumption patterns connoted respectability and aspirations 
as well as relative well-being, while white-collar occupations placed in-
dividuals on a social escalator to greater prestige and wealth and enabled 
them to observe middle-class consumption habits. Thus, working in sales 
and offices and consuming material accoutrements and services in de-
partment stores, rather than in dry goods and discount stores or from 



6 Introduction

mail-order houses, marked African Americans as respectable, refined, and 
deserving of respect, dignity, and full citizenship.

The Department Store Movement and the  
Labor-Oriented Civil Rights Movement

The five-decade department store movement was contemporaneous with 
both the black labor movement of the 1930s and 1940s and the civil rights 
movement of the 1950s and 1960s. Therefore, it provides a privileged per-
spective on these two movements and their interrelationships. The mod-
ern labor movement, historians Robert Korstad and Nelson Lichtenstein 
argue, began as African Americans became increasingly urban, industrial, 
and proletarian and were encouraged to unionize by New Deal labor poli-
cies, higher wages, increased industrial employment, and a more radical 
white union movement.14 This movement advocated on behalf of black 
workers, challenging “the public and the private, the stigmatic and the 
material harms of Jim Crow” in the North and South. It emphasized the 
right to work and economic security (including higher wages, equal pay for 
equal work, access to seniority and promotion to skilled position, elimi-
nation of “involuntary servitude” and work indignities, and union repre
sentation).15

The labor-oriented phase of the black freedom movement ended or was, 
as Korstad and Lichtenstein claimed, “lost” in the anticommunist and an-
tilabor climate of the early Cold War era. African American activists sub-
sequently eschewed a “broad-based critique of racial capitalism” and 
focused primarily on ending public discrimination and segregation and the 
psychological stigma of state-enforced racial classifications.16 In short, 
blacks concentrated on securing “public rights” in the marketplace. Oc-
casionally, however, African Americans addressed labor and material in-
equalities in the form of the 1963 March on Washington for Jobs and 
Freedom, the War on Poverty, the inclusion of Title VII in the Civil Rights 
Act of 1964, and the efficacy of black caucuses within labor unions well into 
the 1970s. But, for many scholars, these efforts were peripheral to the black 
freedom movement’s primary goals. Lichtenstein argued in 2010 that these 
initiatives “[recast] . . . ​the civil rights impulse so far away from its New 
Deal and laborite roots” that they “could not re-create the employment, 
labor, and civil rights agenda as it had been formulated in the late 1930s.”17 
Similarly, historians James McGregor and James Stewart conclude, “if one 
looks at deeds not words, and to the deployment of movement resources, it 
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is clear that economic rights were slighted—until it was probably too late 
to make a real difference.”18

This book, however, does not entirely share these opinions. It accepts that 
the labor-oriented civil rights movement slowed in the early Cold War era 
but holds that African Americans remained committed to labor and eco-
nomic rights. Spotlighting the department store movement, this book re-
interprets the civil rights movement to illuminate its centrality in opening 
the economic mainstream to African Americans. The department store 
movement was powerful in the 1930s and 1940s, benefiting from a pro-labor 
political climate, wartime labor shortages, retail unions’ antidiscrimination 
campaigns, and the Supreme Court’s ruling in New Negro Alliance v. Sanitary 
Grocery Co. in 1938. It reached its height in the two decades after the 
Second World War, however: Steady economic growth transformed African 
Americans’ relations to the economy and consumer society; civil rights and 
labor groups organized grassroots campaigns; and African American lawyers 
produced major Supreme Court rulings that became the foundation of the 
midcentury movement and its gains.19

The department store movement also benefited from the efforts of the 
National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) to 
redress labor unions’ racially exclusive membership policies in the 1940s, 
establish fair bargaining contracts in the 1950s, and emphasize a consti-
tutional right to equal access to job training programs in the 1960s. Its 
efforts—though they focused primarily on industrial and manufacturing 
jobs—often resulted in legal suits that were brought before administrative 
agencies, presidential committees, and state and federal courts.20

Labor’s potential for advancing racial and economic equality may have 
narrowed, or rather weakened, in the postwar era; but, as it did, the poten-
tial of black consumer power intensified. Because of this, and as Ameri-
can consumer culture reached unprecedented heights and profitability, 
the NAACP, the National Urban League (NUL), Congress of Racial Equality 
(CORE), and the American Friends Service Committee (AFSC) leveraged 
labor in tandem with consumption to realize black economic emancipation 
and full citizenship.

The civil rights movement, thus, was a battle waged for and by black 
workers and consumers. Their alliance razed the vestiges of Jim Crow not 
only in department stores but also in the building trades, manufacturing, 
and professional employment, among others. Take, for example, the south-
ern lunch counter sit-ins of the 1950s and 1960s, which this book examines 
in chapter 5. On their face, or at least how they were portrayed in the media, 
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sit-ins used black purchasing power to desegregate public accommoda-
tions. But, as they did in the Montgomery Bus Boycott, activists also nego-
tiated the dismantling of race discrimination in the workplace behind the 
scenes, away from the prying eyes of the public. Their resolve to institute 
racial egalitarianism in the retail industry not only opened white-collar 
work and broadened the labor movement but also helped safeguard the 
inclusion of Titles II and VII in the Civil Rights Act of 1964. Title II prohib-
its discrimination based on race, color, religion, or national origin in pub-
lic accommodations; Title VII forbids discrimination on the basis of race 
and sex in hiring and promotion and provided for the creation of the Equal 
Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) to enforce the law. Fair 
employment, thus, had never disappeared from the civil rights agenda; 
instead, it was realized alongside the desegregation of consumption and ur-
ban spaces and without the attention granted to dramatic televised sit-in 
demonstrations.

Once the EEOC was established, African American workers took little 
time to file complaints with the agency to “[force] public officials to act.” 
They “were themselves setting national policy. They established an agenda 
for affected employers and for government watchdogs by explaining what 
they believed discrimination was, and spelling out what constituted fair-
ness,” historian Nancy McLean argues.21 Title VII emboldened African 
American retail workers, especially those employed by Sears, Roebuck, 
and Co., to confront race and gender discrimination. The EEOC eventu-
ally filed lawsuits against the retailer, thereby becoming a new leader in 
the department store movement. But what appeared to be the beginning of 
a new phase of the department store movement instead marked its end. 
Despite the commission’s good intentions and hard work, its efforts were 
crippled by economic and political transformations: department stores 
had relocated to shopping malls in suburban areas, far from the reach of 
urban black populations and on private property where protest was prohib-
ited (this process started in the immediate postwar era and escalated with 
the racial upheavals and urban decline in the late 1960s); merchants re-
sumed their discriminatory practices in their new environments, hoping 
to reclaim their white middle-class clientele; increased competition from 
discount retailers, such as Wal-Mart and Kmart, degraded the skill of sell-
ing and the pleasure of shopping; and an economic depression and the na-
tion’s turn to the right weakened the power of labor. The EEOC and Sears 
cases, thus, did little to improve the black economic condition and effec-
tively ended the department store movement.
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The Department Store and the Rise of a  
Modern Black Middle Class

While it had its fair share of setbacks and disappointments, the five-decade 
department store movement nonetheless helped dismantle racialized 
patterns of labor and consumption and, in the process, facilitated the 
emergence of a modern black middle class. The department store has his-
torically been a key agent in the formation of the white middle class and 
promised to do the same for African Americans in the twentieth century. 
The white middle class emerged in the three decades before the Civil 
War, as the market revolution fueled the proletarianization of master 
artisans, skilled craft workers, and small capitalists, and the ascendance 
of nonmanual work in sales, clerical, and managerial occupations. The 
ranks of the white middle class swelled, just as department stores ush-
ered in a new world of retailing in the mid- to late nineteenth century.22 
Its members—a high percentage of whom were white native- and foreign-
born women23—performed mental rather than physical labor in stores and 
offices, holding out hope that, with industriousness and loyalty, they 
would be promoted to manager, become an entrepreneur, or secure a hus-
band and economic security; they consumed respectable—a word synony-
mous with middle class—material goods and leisure activities, such as 
bicycle excursions and hiking and picnicking in local parks;24 they were 
“train[e]d and disciplin[ed] to erase the signs of working-class origins and 
to apply a veneer of middle-class or elite culture”;25 they borrowed prestige 
from their employer and customers, as well as from the firm itself; and 
they derived their power from the direct supervision of other workers.26

The department store not only facilitated the growth of professional and 
white-collar workers; it served this new population. The store “played a 
crucial role in determining the essentials of middle-class life and aspira-
tions.”27 It shifted the way Americans saw material goods. It enticed con-
sumers with environments of luxury, desire, exoticism, service ideology, 
and easy credit and convinced them that what had been occasional luxuries 
were in fact everyday necessities for a middle-class standard of living and 
sharing in American democracy.28

The spectrum of African American class and internal relations, however, 
was incongruent with white class boundaries and characteristics, although 
from the late nineteenth to the mid-twentieth century, both were redefined 
in terms of consumption rather than the means of production. The decades 
after the Second World War marked fundamental transformations in African 
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Americans’ relation to the economy and consumer society and facilitated 
the emergence of a sizable black middle class. A demand for black labor 
in the urban industries and the mechanization of farms, which displaced 
and released black agricultural workers from the sharecropping system, 
encouraged millions of African Americans to migrate to cities.29 Here, in 
their new urban environments, blacks took advantage of expanding edu-
cational opportunities, the dramatic postwar growth of industrial and 
white-collar employment, and the relaxation of racial employment barriers. 
These gains permitted an appreciable number of African Americans to move 
out of low-skill and low-wage work into skilled and white-collar jobs.30 In 
1940, only 6  percent of African Americans held white-collar jobs. This 
number nearly doubled to 13 percent, “with the greatest part of the gain 
being in sales and clerical jobs,” in 1960; by 1970, the proportion of blacks 
in white-collar occupations increased to 24 percent.31

Black urbanization and occupational advances accelerated the “fash-
ioning [of] institutional, entrepreneurial, market-driven, and national 
forms of black culture” and collectively shaped an unprecedented black 
consumer consciousness in the postwar era. Most notably, the founding and 
development of Ebony magazine presented upwardly mobile African Ameri-
cans with the tools and “grammar for their postmigration existence, one 
matching new realities of urban challenge, societal complexity, and ma-
terial change.” Ebony did not sell out blacks, argues the historian Adam 
Green; instead, it “sold the race new identities, a process that encouraged 
imagination of a black national community and made new notions of col-
lective interest and politics plausible.”32

But all of this should not suggest that the department store was incon-
sequential to the formation of the modern black middle class. In fact, the 
contradictions of the department store (and consumer capitalism gener-
ally) provided African Americans with “an available and legitimate re-
course for challenging race discrimination” in the marketplace and acquiring 
the material base needed to climb the socioeconomic ladder.33 Leverag-
ing their work consciousness (which flourished as a result of New Deal poli-
tics) and new consumer consciousness, black activists built worker-consumer 
alliances to pressure merchants to adopt fair employment and customer 
service practices. The result was the making of a sizable contingent of sales 
and clerical workers of color who now had the freedom and economic means 
to consume material accoutrements and services in department stores 
that marked them as middle-class citizens.
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Rethinking the Role of the Black Middle Class in the  
Civil Rights Movement

Several scholars have recognized that these structural and demographic 
transformations in the postwar era fueled challenges to previous constraints 
on African Americans’ rights as both workers and consumers. It is not 
surprising, then, that this new black middle class and those aspiring to ideal 
middle-class status would profoundly shape the course of the civil rights 
movement during the first postwar decade. In contrast with scholars who 
interpret this development as somehow a distraction from earlier freedom 
struggles, however, one might well see it as the natural outcome of these 
broader developments and in many ways a fulfillment of the labor-oriented 
initiatives that preceded it and were concurrent with it.

It is evident that, along with occupation and respectability, consumption 
emerged as an essential component of black class formation in the twentieth 
century in two major ways. First, consumption was the basis for black po
litical activism. Department store protests were contemporaneous with, if 
not largely preceding, better-known consumer protests around Jim Crow 
transportation. Despite its efforts to enforce white supremacy and reduce 
cross-racial contact, modern transportation, like department stores, was 
one of the early spaces that exposed the racial contradictions and fluidity 
of consumption and, thus, became a training ground for black consumer 
protest in the twentieth century. In the shared space of railroads and 
streetcars, where the races were separated by a simple rope or car, African 
Americans, particularly those of a growing southern middle class, covertly 
and overtly crossed the color line. Others filed suits against southern 
transportation, and, although a few won, the landmark case of Plessy v. 
Ferguson (1896) effectively legitimized state segregation laws.34

Still, many continued to launch frontal attacks against segregation and 
discrimination in the consumer sphere.35 Focusing on southern buses in the 
late 1930s and early 1940s, the historian Robin D. G. Kelley argues, “Unlike 
in the workplace where [black] workers entered as disempowered producers 
dependent on wages for survival and beholden, ostensibly at least, to their 
superiors, working people enter public transportation as consumers—and 
with a sense of consumer entitlement.”36 Acts of resistance, from making 
noise and using profanity to playful pranks to verbal and physical fights, 
were daily occurrences. They provided blacks with the means to de-
mand “more space for themselves . . . ​receive equitable treatment . . . ​be 
personally treated with respect and dignity . . . ​be heard and possibly 
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understood . . . ​get to work on time, and above all . . . ​exercise power over 
institutions that controlled them or on which they were dependent.”37 By 
the 1950s and 1960s, as Lizabeth Cohen argues, “mass consumption [had] 
begot a mass civil rights movement” that not only negated the Plessy deci-
sion but also forced white business owners, advertisers, and consumers to 
recognize and value African Americans in the consumer sphere and reduced 
the economic and psychological effects of racism.38

Second, consumption was in itself a means of escape and liberation. Many 
African Americans found that buying material goods and being served on 
equal terms with whites released them from some of the traditional trappings 
of race and the constraints of subordinated class status.39 Conspicuous con-
sumption was a major avenue through which African Americans transcended 
race, rejected their “subservient worker” identity, “assert[ed] their indepen
dence,” and “demand[ed] respect.”40 It functioned as “a substitute for com-
plete integration into the general American society,” while it simultaneously 
“allow[ed] individuals to gain social stability and inner satisfaction, despite 
conditions in the Black Ghetto and their rejection by white America.”41

The world of department stores was arguably one of the most effective 
sites for providing African Americans with opportunities to simultaneously 
engage consumption as sites for resistance and liberation. The department 
store, thus, reveals aspects of the black middle class that might enhance 
our understanding of the politics of the black freedom movement in the 
twentieth century, not least of which is why its targets were so often sites 
of consumption. Unlike dry good and discount stores and mail-order houses, 
department stores immersed visitors in splendor, beauty, and wealth and af-
forded them with “the luxurious feeling of affluence, of being ‘somebody,’ 
or having [their] wishes catered to.”42 They were places to be seen and to 
become worthy of being seen. On picket lines and at lunch counters, African 
Americans paraded their respectability and leveraged their labor and 
purchasing powers in the public theater of the department store to forcefully 
dismantle race discrimination and claim, express, and be treated, or rather 
served, as modern middle-class citizens.

Once protests ended (or rather were curtailed by the relocation of de-
partment stores to suburban shopping malls) and as the retail industry was 
transformed by increased competition from discount retailers in the late 
1960s and early 1970s, African Americans, especially those in or aspiring 
to be in the middle class, placed greater emphasis on the ostentatious display 
of clothing and other material goods. Wearable merchandise, in particular, 
marked blacks’ department store patronage and generated and affirmed 
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their respectability, refinement, and wealth in and outside the store. 
Clothing “was bought as much for achieving prestige and a particular image 
as for utilitarian purposes, hence the popularity of brand names and pres-
tige stores such as Saks Fifth Avenue and Bloomingdale’s.” Further, because 
middle-class blacks typically earned less than their white counterparts, 
members of this stratum found clothes and jewelry easier to access when 
compared with other consumables that were often used to communicate 
status, such as housing (especially in the suburbs), educational opportuni-
ties, public services, and neighborhood amenities.43

The story of African Americans’ relationship with employment and con-
sumption, then, complicates the evolving narrative and analysis of the civil 
rights movement of the 1950s and 1960s. A locus of black successes and 
failures, protest and class development, the department store reveals aspects 
of the mid-twentieth-century evolution of the black middle class that might 
enhance our understanding of the politics of the larger black freedom 
movement during that period. This book seeks to tell that story. It begins 
by exploring the racial and class dimensions of early American department 
stores and shows why these retail institutions became prime locations for 
protesting and claiming civil rights. In chapters 2 and 3, the book then 
examines the rise of the department store movement in the urban North 
and Midwest and the exceptionality of the retail unions governing Macy’s 
Herald Square in New York City and South Center Department Store in 
Chicago in advancing black labor and civil rights. Chapter 4 considers the 
department store movement and the birth of a modern black middle-class 
consciousness in the 1930s and 1940s. The movement in the southern cities 
is the subject of chapter 5, which explores black worker-consumer alli-
ances in sit-in demonstrations and their utility in helping black southerners 
claim middle-class citizenship during the civil rights movement. The 
book concludes with an examination of the Sears affirmative action cases. 
These cases exposed the industry’s ongoing transformations, ones that 
revolutionized, or rather diminished, the status of retail work and the for-
mer “palaces” of consumption, which facilitated the reconsolidation of 
racial discrimination.

Department Stores and the Black Freedom Movement embraces the long 
civil rights movement approach to the extent that it acknowledges the earlier 
struggles that shaped the civil rights movement and, in the process, broad-
ens our understanding of the midcentury movement beyond the confines 
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of the American South and its ostensible integrationist agenda. This ap-
proach recognizes that, alongside integration, black economic power and 
self-determination were priorities of the black freedom struggle not only 
during the Great Depression and Second World War but also during the civil 
rights movement and the struggles that followed. The movement never de-
moted economic issues; instead, it embraced different approaches, all of 
which mobilized an unprecedented number of people, black and white, to 
attend to economic issues—of labor and consumption—in workplaces, 
public accommodations, and the home sphere. What Department Stores 
and the Black Freedom Movement does, then, is reorient the long civil rights 
movement paradigm so as to bring attention to those consistent economic 
dimensions and their effects on the civil rights revolution in the North and 
South, from the 1930s through the 1960s and beyond.



1	 Race and Class Identities in  
Early American Department Stores

It, the 1927 silent film based on Elinor Glyn’s popularization of the terms 
“it” and “it girl,” tells the story of Betty Lou Spence, a department store 
salesgirl, and her “romantic pursuit” of the store’s new owner, Cyrus 
Waltham. The plot centers on a predictable “class-crossed romance”; yet the 
film, itself, provides visual, albeit fictionalized, evidence of department 
store culture in the early twentieth century. It opens with a series of simple, 
illustrative shots of the fictional department store Waltham’s, which closely 
resembles Macy’s Herald Square in New York City. The “establishing shot” 
focuses on “a sign, on top of a massive brick building, that reads: ‘Waltham’s, 
World’s Largest Store.’ ” “The camera pans down to a view of [a] bustling 
street,” with customers hurriedly entering and exiting the store, and then 
tracks inside Waltham’s to reveal an even busier, glitzy palace of con-
sumption.1 On the floor are white middle-class male and female custom-
ers dressed in their finest clothes. Some are wandering the aisles, surveying 
and desiring not simply the store’s dazzling goods but also the luxurious 
lifestyle promised to those who purchase this merchandise. Other customers 
are purchasing these coveted goods from white working-class saleswomen, 
who are plainly dressed compared with their middle-class customers. Sales-
women stand behind glass counters assisting swarms of patrons, selling and 
arranging merchandise, and gossiping with their coworkers about their new, 
handsome boss. Concurrently, male managers pace the floor observing, and 
occasionally sexually appraising, the saleswomen.2

At the time of It’s release, the department store was a popular haven of 
luxury and amenity for white middle-class women and the uncontested 
leading American retailer for nearly forty years—making it a logical choice 
to set a Cinderella tale. Much of its success lay in store merchants’ and 
commercial impresarios’ transformation of dry goods stores into palaces of 
consumption.3 Architects of this new system of retailing—men such as 
Alexander T. Stewart, Rowland H. Macy, John Wanamaker, and Marshall 
Field—established institutions that epitomized urban affluence and ap-
pealed to middle-class women, many of whom controlled their family’s 
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disposable income and handled the consumption needs of their household. 
Retailers erected stores of unprecedented size and opulence and confronted 
customers with both an astounding array of high-quality, stylish mer-
chandise and lavish services that enticed customers to buy much more than 
the essentials (figures 1 and 2). They mastered the art of creating and satis-
fying consumers’ personal desires and indoctrinating them with the belief 
that an urban bourgeois lifestyle could be realized and flaunted through 
shopping. By the 1910s and 1920s, the department store thus had become an 
arbiter of middle-class life and aspirations as well as an instrument of 
social mobility and maintenance.

Although eager to attract the lucrative trade of the middle and upper 
classes, the department store welcomed all visitors. Stores operated under 
the principle of free entry and browsing—the right to look around the store 
without the obligation to buy. This principle helped usher in a new concep-
tion of American democracy that was intricately tied to the practices of 
consumption that the department store fostered. According to the histo-
rian William Leach, this democracy had two sides. First, it stressed the 
diffusion of comfort and prosperity as the centerpiece of the American ex-
perience and identity. And second, it championed the democratization of 
desire, “or, more precisely, equal rights to desire the same goods and to 
enter the same world of comfort and luxury.”4 Under this market notion of 
democracy, white people from different classes—workers and consumers, 
native-born and immigrant, proletarians and the bourgeoisie—met, min-
gled, shared similar experiences, and, in the process, forged a common 
sense of racial and class identity. A woman from the humblest of back-
grounds could browse the aisles alongside a woman from high society. Of 
course, these women were not greeted with the same customer service nor 
were their purchases equally valued, but they had equal opportunity to 
look and desire, if not buy, the goods on offer.

Not everyone, however, could look around and access the store equally. 
Even as the democracy of the department store was open to the broad 
participation of whites, it conformed to and endorsed notions of racial order 
and purity. The store, as illustrated in the opening scenes of It, was a 
“fairyland of whiteness,” where white consumers were peddled the good life 
by a genteel and ambitious, exclusively white selling staff.5 Managers feared 
that any noticeable presence of African Americans or any perception of 
racial equality would upset the dream world designed for the white middle 
class and those whites aspiring to join it. But rather than brand themselves 
as “white only” and deny blacks access, like other public accommodations 
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and workplaces of this era, many stores received African Americans under 
the principle of free entry and browsing but then constrained their move-
ment and participation in this space. Stores hired them only as mainte-
nance and stockroom workers, elevator operators, porters, and maids—all 
invisible from the salesroom floor—but barred them from white-collar staff 
positions in sales, clerical, and management. Black customers were wel-
come to spend their money on material goods in many stores but were fre-
quently ignored and underserved. They were refused service at eateries 
and beauty shops, prohibited from trying on and returning clothes, and 
denied credit. Some stores, especially those in border and southern cities, 
forbade black patronage entirely or often on a whim, while others con-
fined them to bargain basements. This racial order remained intact until 
challenged by department store campaigns that began in the late 1930s and 

FIGURE 1 ​Macy’s, New York, N.Y., 1908. Detroit Publishing Company  
Photograph Collection, Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division, 
LC-DIG-det-4a22989.
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continued through the late twentieth century. Before those campaigns, the 
racialized democracy of the department store shaped the ways that race 
and class were imagined and employed to create both worker and consumer 
identities, making the department store an epitome of racial discrimination 
and thus an ideal site to challenge racial discrimination.

Shopping and working in these cathedrals of consumption afforded white 
people at all social levels opportunities to enact an ostensibly common racial 
and class identity—consuming and displaying white middle-class accou-
trements and behaviors—in order to diminish differences and create or 
affirm an elevated social position. At the same time and in contrast with 
many other public spaces in America, the department store’s wavering color 

FIGURE 2  
Tiffany Mosaic Dome, 
Marshall Field & Co.’s  
Retail Store postcard  
(Chicago, Illinois).  
V. O. Hammon  
Collection, Newberry  
Library, Chicago,  
VO1343.
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line made that space racially ambiguous, contradictory, and thus vulnerable. 
In many ways it made blacks equal to whites as consumers, offering them 
occasions to browse through and dream of purchasing luxurious com-
modities, to be waited on by white sales workers, and even to secure employ-
ment considered a step above domestic and factory work. They met and 
engaged whites, not as their servants but as putatively equal shoppers. All 
of this, African Americans insisted by the start of World War II, was key to 
achieving and demonstrating social mobility and equality.

Fashioning a White Middle-Class Identity

Early department stores were constructed largely with white middle-class 
women and their needs and fantasies in mind. In these grand emporiums, 
women engaged a world of possibilities where their dreams and desires 
could be at once imagined and fulfilled and they could defy the constraints 
of their everyday reality. With the purchase of an elegant dress and com-
plementary shoes, hat, and jewelry, a woman could temporarily escape her 
woes, such as a neglectful spouse, unappreciative children, or the hum-
drum activities of her daily life. In one afternoon, with store clerks an-
ticipating and attending to her every wish, she could transcend her reality 
and shed any existing feelings of worthlessness, disappointment, and bore-
dom. Happiness, comfort, prosperity, class mobility, social superiority, attrac-
tiveness, and sexual appeal could be hers, if only for a few moments. The 
working-class woman also could find some relief from her daily struggles 
in the department store. She could escape the drudgeries of wage slavery 
by wandering store aisles, looking, desiring, fantasizing, and finding solace 
in what could be hers someday.

To ensure that such an experience awaited these customers, store ar-
chitects modeled the space “along two complementary lines: the home 
and the downtown club” and, in the process, created a new public sphere 
for white women. As a home, the store treated “the customer . . . ​not just 
as a potential spender, but also as a guest, catered to and coddled.” With 
this intent, some stores, in an attempt to sell furniture, constructed model 
rooms. In 1908, Wanamaker’s New York on Broadway and 9th Streets opened 
to the public a twenty-two-room private home called “The House Palatial.” 
Located inside the store, this house modeled the decorated styles and fur-
niture “of a family of taste and wealth, the best of its type that can be seen 
on Fifth Avenue or Hyde Park, London, and costing, with its furnishing and 
art works, over $250,000.”6 Such displays encouraged women to not only 
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see the department store as a second home but also impelled them to be-
lieve that they “could ‘buy a virtuous home,’ to see her moral universe as 
[a] purchasable commodity.”7

As a downtown club, the store provided an impressive range of accom-
modations and services “to ease the rigors of consumption for females much 
as men’s clubs eased the burdens of paid employment for men” and to pro-
long women’s time in the store.8 During the first three decades of the twen-
tieth century, the services and amenities offered by department stores 
proliferated exponentially. A 1929 nationwide survey of ninety-one stores 
conducted by the Journal of Retailing “revealed that over half offered the 
following services: public telephones, parcel checkrooms, lost and found 
services, shopping assistance, free delivery, waiting rooms, gift suggestion 
departments, mail-order departments, telephone order departments, ac-
commodation bureaus, barber shops, restaurants, post offices, hospitals, 
radio departments, bus service, and shoe-shining stands. Over a fifth pro-
vided nurseries for shoppers’ children, and a few offered Saturday after
noon children’s theaters. One or more stores offered forty-eight other 
services.”9 These were, then, truly emporiums of consumption.

For many middle- and upper-class women, the emphasis on amenities 
and luxury in the store suggested that these grand emporiums were more 
than new public spaces for women. These institutions and their employees 
were their servants—servants most could not have otherwise afforded—
upon whom women shoppers could act as and exert the power of a mis-
tress. Thus, stores fostered a sense of entitlement and superiority among 
many of these women, which was an ironic contradiction to the democ
ratization of consumption the stores otherwise touted. These women as-
serted that they “ought to be treated as individuals with special interests 
and with desires for comfort and pleasure” and were likely “induced . . . ​
to believe that they ought to be served, not to serve others.”10 Shoppers 
“sometimes became imperious, pressing minor or fabricated complaints, 
taking for granted and abusing privileges, which stores considered favors.”11 
Others rudely treated the store’s staff as second- or third-class citizens and 
expected them to fulfill the most arbitrary of demands. For example, ac-
cording to one trade journal, some women who were known for carrying 
their poodles while they shopped “put [a] store [through] the expense of 
delivering a single spool of thread.”12

Although department stores were tailored to appeal to white women of 
privileged strata, they also convinced working-class and immigrant women 
that occasional store purchases, particularly at sales prices, or shopping in 
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bargain, lower-priced departments, could confer a bourgeois life.13 Many, 
however, preferred to shop in chain stores or ethnic neighborhood shops 
owned by kin or friends. Here, unlike in large downtown department stores, 
working-class customers were catered to and respected.14

Equally as important as the accommodations and services offered to 
customers were the sales staff who served them. Managers worked to match 
their selling staff to their desired clientele. They assumed, rightly or 
wrongly, that customers wished “to be served by Americans.”15 Here, 
“American” refers to race and class as well as country of origin. White, 
native-born, middle-class women were most desired as salesclerks, but few 
had been willing to stand behind a counter before the economic crisis of 
the late 1920s and 1930s.16 Managers were unable to secure women with this 
combination of personal attributes, however, so whiteness became the most 
important requirement, trumping class and country of origin. Managers 
hired white working-class women, native and foreign-born, and then tried 
to transform them into “genteel but deferential workers, advisors as well 
as servants of the customers.” They skillfully assessed their backgrounds 
and transformation to determine where workers would be assigned. Gen-
erally, older and native-born women were appointed to higher-priced de-
partments that required the touch of women with manners, while younger 
and immigrant women—those believed to be appropriate for bargain 
shoppers—were assigned to cheaper-priced departments.17

Regional characteristics, specifically the presence of industry and de-
mographic composition, also influenced the hiring process. From 1890 to 
1939, in more industrialized areas, such as Rhode Island, New Jersey, Ohio, 
Illinois, Massachusetts, and Maryland, native-born women overwhelmingly 
worked in stores, while foreign-born women labored in factories and mills. 
In early twentieth-century Baltimore, native-born American women worked 
in all of the city’s thirty-four stores, and in twenty-two they were the 
majority. Conversely, in less industrialized areas, such as Florida and 
Montana, women in stores were slightly more likely to be foreign-born than 
working women as a whole.18

Among foreign-born workers, merchants favored certain groups. They 
always preferred those from the British Isles, Scandinavia, and Germany—
all groups that already had been assimilated into the white population—
and increasingly accepted Russian immigrants in the 1920s. For example, 
in 1909, “girls of German extraction” dominated the sales force in five out 
of thirty-four Baltimore stores. Eastern and southern Europeans, with the 
exception of Jews, were not well represented on the selling floor before 
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World War II. This was in part due to the Immigration Act of 1924, a dis-
criminatory policy that restricted their entry into America, and a wide-
spread belief that these Europeans were “unfit,” of “inferior stock,” and 
racially different.19

Jews also were subjected to discrimination. Elizabeth Butler found in 
1909 that eight Baltimore stores refused to hire Jewish women; and Eliza-
beth Stern reported in her 1926 autobiography that all Chicago stores, both 
those owned by Jews and those owned by non-Jews, maintain informal 
quotas for Jews. Generally, however, Jews were well received in the de-
partment store industry. Indeed, Jewish immigrants owned and operated 
several landmark American department stores, including Abraham & 
Straus, Neiman Marcus, I. Magnin, Gimbels, Hochschild-Kohn, Hecht’s, 
Bloomingdale’s, Filene’s and Bergdorf Goodman, and Rich’s. Scattered 
throughout the country, these stores offered Jews employment that prom-
ised upward mobility and a work environment “that was, at the very least, 
fair to Jews, if not outright welcoming.” John Sondheim, former vice 
president of and onetime employee at Baltimore’s Hochschild-Kohn, 
commented: “I would assume that Jewish employees at these stores had 
more opportunity to rise than they would at a non-Jewish place of employ-
ment. The owners and their families were not about to stop anyone from 
moving up because they were Jewish.” At Julius Gutman department 
store, another Jewish-owned store in Baltimore, Jewish employees always 
held many posts in upper management and merchandising. Similarly, in 
1916, Filene’s in New York City employed approximately 250 Jews, roughly 
10  percent of its entire staff. Nearly fifteen years later, Filene’s and other 
New York City department stores reported that half of their workers were 
Jewish.20

In Jewish-owned department stores, Jews found a community where 
they could express “their multi-faceted identity, including their Jewish-
ness.”21 Employee newsletters celebrated Jewish traditions and served as 
vehicles for Jewish expression, while management recognized High Holi-
days and their importance in creating a productive work atmosphere for 
their employees. A former Hochshild-Kohn employee recollected “great 
warmth in people on a personal level. On the afternoon before High Holi-
day, management would be walking around wishing people a happy holi-
day, a happy new year, and a good fast.” Hochschild-Kohn, like other Jewish 
department stores in Baltimore, never closed for the Jewish holidays but 
maintained “a very relaxed attitude about Jews staying home” on these 
occasions.22
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For white sales workers, regardless of nativity or religious affiliation, the 
racial exclusivity of department stores helped temper the many challenges 
that arose from selling, including the long hours, low wages, unpaid 
overtime, Christmastime rush, and the abuse to which they were subjected 
by customers and management. It permitted them an opportunity to forge 
an identity that was grounded in race, citizenship, class, and labor. For 
native-born white saleswomen, the department store produced a sense of 
superiority over immigrants and reinforced their self-identification as white 
Americans; and for foreign-born store employees, work in the store office 
and on the sales floor encouraged them to Americanize their identities, 
accept mainstream middle-class norms of behavior, and emphasize class 
over ethnicity.

Frances Donovan, a sociologist who worked in two New York City de-
partment stores as a participant observer in the 1920s, noted that sales-
women of all “racial types . . . ​meet together in the shops as Americans.”23 
Managers regulated dress and behavior to erase signs of working-class 
and/or immigrant origins, apply a veneer of bourgeois culture, and en-
courage friendly worker-customer relations to increase sales. Some man
agers required that women dress in uniforms, such as all black, or in 
“business-like styles and neutral shades.”24 Others instituted welfare work 
and training programs that provided education not only in salesmanship 
and merchandise but also in personal hygiene, etiquette, and grammar. In 
a few cases, managers insisted that saleswomen memorize “a few French 
words and names of chic Parisian streets.”25 As a result of these efforts, 
saleswomen presented “an astonishing similarity of appearance. In their 
manners they conform to certain established conventions of sales
womanly [sic] behavior; outwardly they are Americans. But if you trace 
them back into their homes you find a vast difference in culture status, and 
customs and traditions utterly foreign to the established American stan-
dards.”26 Their lives often resembled those of their immigrant and/or blue-
collar parents. Many resided in working-class neighborhoods, attended 
“booze parties,” and “tolerated unconventional sexual practices such as 
premarital heterosexual intercourse, prostitution, and homosexuality.”27

Efforts to refine saleswomen’s identity were met in two distinct ways. For 
some, training and discipline underscored their subordinate position 
because they encouraged her to adopt a middle-class veneer but did not 
provide any of its rights and privileges. In fact, these efforts often bred 
resentment toward and strife with her employer and middle- and upper-
class customers. Others, however, embraced the elevated status, glamour, 
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fulfillment, and hope of financial security (which was often met through 
marriage to a rich man, as exemplified in It) that accompanied the white-
collar work of sales and the racial exclusivity of the department store to 
reaffirm or create a white racial identity. These white women entered the 
department store above women of color and—in many, but certainly not all, 
cases—above men of color. Accordingly, the position of saleswomen—
though it placed white working-class women “below” most white male 
workers in the store and their white middle- and upper-class female 
customers—situated them above the store’s African American personnel. 
Segregation in the department store likely allowed white saleswomen, 
similar to white women mill workers in Atlanta in 1897, “to protect their 
position in the social hierarchy” despite the challenges that arose from 
selling their labor and working long hours for low wages.28

Whiteness was invested with concrete, material meaning. For many 
working-class salespeople, their labor in the store afforded them the op-
portunity to purchase the occasional high-quality, stylish ready-made 
clothing consumed by their middle-class white clientele and provided them 
with the funds to reside in “more desirable” and “fashionable” neighbor-
hoods and engage in leisure activities typically consumed by those they 
served. As a way of emulating the wealthy, salesmen and saleswomen par-
ticipated in bicycling and social clubs and attended operas and “legiti-
mate” theater performances when discounted tickets were available. These 
workers “not only . . . ​dreamed of moving up the occupational ladder, 
but also liked spending leisure time with those a rung above. . . . ​By at-
tending these venues and thus associating with individuals above them 
in the social hierarchy, office and sales workers posed as full-fledged 
members of the middle class.”29 All of this supplied workers with pleasure 
and comfort as well as a sense that they could narrow the gap between 
themselves and their wealthier customers. It also enhanced their stature in 
their own eyes and in those of their peers. In other words, they too could 
participate in the democracy of goods and the democracy of desire, as de-
scribed by historians Roland Marchand and William Leach, and achieve—
if only for a few brief moments—the freedom, self-expression, happiness, 
and salvation they associated with the white middle-class experience.

Among workers’ leisure activities were minstrel shows and “comedic” 
racist narratives.30 Participating in and attending these activities, as ex-
amined by scholars David Roediger, Michael Rogin, and Eric Lott, had long 
been an integral component of ethnic assimilation and working-class 
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formation. They afforded workers occasions to hide and disprove images 
of the unfit and inferior immigrant and the boorish, uneducated working-
class American; to forge a common sense of whiteness; and to perform and 
assume the behaviors, manners, and lifestyle of the white middle class. Even 
if this lifestyle was never achieved, minstrelsy and more broadly adopting 
a racialized view of the world, whereby whites were superior and blacks 
were inferior, provided workers with the illusion that they could be like 
their white middle-class customers.31

Minstrel shows pervaded American department store culture as well. 
These racist forms of entertainment were consumed in stores located in the 
North, South, and Midwest; in Jewish- and non-Jewish-owned stores; and 
in establishments that welcomed black trade as well as those that prohibited 
African American consumers entirely. In 1900, Gimbels in Philadelphia 
featured a float of “pickaninnies” in its Christmas parade; New York City’s 
Abraham & Straus held a similar celebration in 1926. At the 1940 anniver-
sary of Baltimore’s Hochschild-Kohn, the sales staff performed a minstrel 
show ostensibly set on a veranda of an old southern plantation. The show 
was peppered with lively renditions of the cakewalk and slave spirituals. 
Photographs of the anniversary show were proudly featured in the store’s 
employee newsletter. In 1950, Hochschild-Kohn, which served numerous 
local blacks, presented a float with two blackface minstrel characters at 
Baltimore’s Thanksgiving “toyland parade.” Minstrelsy eventually lost its 
lure in northern department stores in the 1950s, as blacks intensified their 
protests of these racist portrayals. However, in border and southern cities, 
racist performances continued to be prized as a legitimate form of enter-
tainment and community building until the late 1960s.32

Salespeople also derived a common identity as whites from racist tales 
presented in the employee newsletter. The Strawbridge and Clothier’s 
employee-produced magazine, Store Chat, is a treasure trove of information 
on the work and leisure lives of clerical and sales employees in twentieth-
century Philadelphia. For example, a story of racist humor ran in a 1911 
edition of this publication. In this “racist parable, a black wife calls a doctor 
about her sick husband. According to the wife, the husband has fallen ill 
for no apparent reason after he spent what is billed as a ‘typical day’ in the 
park. The typical day for this stock character involves overeating, heavy 
drinking, tumbling off two amusement park rides, and getting into a razor 
fight. The wife cannot understand what is wrong with her husband and 
urges the doctor to visit.”33 The story’s introduction propounds that it “is 
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really one of the most characteristic tales of the colored race ever printed. 
It is more than that; however, it actually points a moral of importance to 
all of us.”34

The tale printed in Store Chat “depicts dissipation as ‘characteristic’ of 
African Americans”—a trait that rendered the man, and blacks generally, 
unemployable and an abject provider. To top it all off, his wife is too ignorant 
to grasp the situation.35 Racist narratives afforded salespeople opportunities 
to affirm their distance from so-called black characteristics such as laziness, 
drunkenness, and stupidity that made African Americans unfit for sales and 
clerical work and simultaneously validated salespeople’s superior positions 
in the department store in particular and in society in general. These per
formances and race more generally provided the basis for white employee 
solidarity and stressed that African Americans did not belong in this field 
of work; and for immigrant employees, the race performances facilitated 
their assimilation into mainstream society by minimizing the differences 
between themselves and their native-born white coworkers.

African American Store Personnel

Department stores’ contradictory treatment of black consumers and workers 
created two distinct yet intricately interwoven worlds—one white, the other 
black—separate and unequal. Before World War II, the world of black em-
ployees was largely defined by relative invisibility and their menial status in 
the stores’ labor force. As anti-immigrant prejudices waned, white immi-
grants were privileged to hold sales and clerical jobs alongside the native-
born, while blacks were relegated to low-wage, low-profile staff positions 
away from the selling floor. While the world slept, black men toiled as por-
ters and janitors in warehouses located miles away from the primary 
downtown store, or in stockrooms and receiving and packing areas away 
from customers’ eyes. Most black women performed duties similar to those 
of their counterparts in domestic service, working as maids, cooks, matrons, 
and seamstresses. Some were employed in more-public jobs as elevator 
operators and restaurant wait staff. William Atkinson, an African American 
elevator operator and later a leader of Local 1-S in the 1940s, remembered 
that at Macy’s blacks worked “in the Food Department as cooks, the Re-
ceiving Department, and the Elevator Department.”36 And even these jobs 
were insecure, especially during times of economic downturn. The racial 
division of department store labor had major consequences for African 
Americans: it rendered them not only subordinate to white fellow employees 
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but virtually invisible to the store’s consuming public, on the one hand; 
while, on the other hand, it afforded at least some of them opportunities 
for advancement. Thus, after many years of service a few blacks were 
promoted to white-collar positions in the black domain of the store, even 
as the racial division of labor and the limited opportunities for black 
advancement inadvertently fostered a black work culture and identity.

Between 1890 and 1939, despite being denied access to white-collar 
positions and merely tolerated as shoppers, African Americans were gen-
erally welcomed as maintenance and service workers. These employees of 
color made up a formidable population in American department stores, 
generally constituting between 4 and 20  percent of a store’s employee 
population during a period when most other blacks were relegated to agri
cultural and domestic labor. The exact number of black workers, how-
ever, is difficult to determine. Department stores were not recognized as a 
distinct type of general merchandise store in the United States Census 
until 1930, and even then the data were not broken down by race.37 Con-
sequently, one must rely on available store employment records to ascer-
tain black representation in the industry. Those records indicate that black 
service workers made up 4–11 percent of workforces in northern depart-
ment stores, and 10–20 percent in southern stores. In 1915, Wanamaker’s 
New York location employed more than 250 African Americans to run the 
store’s elevators, work in its restaurant’s kitchen, and play in the store band. 
One large store employed 125 women of color in its mail-order department 
in 1922, tasked with packing goods.38 In 1943, Macy’s of New York main-
tained a workforce of 10,000 people, 400 of whom were African American 
and none were members of the sales staff. This figure varied throughout 
the year, however. For instance, during the Christmas season, Macy’s “may 
be employing 16,000 . . . ​[of whom] 600 or more colored.”39 Klein’s De-
partment Store in New York had a smaller staff, employing 1,000 people in 
1944, of whom 30–40 were African Americans working as matrons and ele-
vator operators in the store’s bargain basement.40 Southern department 
stores appeared to have maintained larger black workforces, reflecting 
perhaps the continued concentration of the black population in that region. 
Richmond’s Miller & Rhoads employed 1,410 workers in 1935. Of these 
workers, approximately 155 were African American. In all Richmond depart-
ment stores, blacks made up roughly one-fifth of store employees through 
the 1960s.41

Maintenance and service work in department stores was not much dif
ferent from other domestic and industrial occupations available to African 
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Americans during this period. It was grueling and messy, routine and 
repetitive. It involved, as described by J. G. Guyer, supervisor of the porters 
at Miller & Rhoads, an “endless chain of mops, buckets, brooms, dust cloths, 
painters, etc. toiling daily from the cellar to the roof.” On a daily basis, 
African Americans were tasked with shoveling ten to twelve tons of coal 
into boilers, lifting anything and everything from cash registers to elevators, 
collecting and carting away garbage, cleaning bathrooms, running the 
passenger elevators, and pressing and storing clothes.42 However, unlike 
most jobs open to blacks, this “dirty” work required higher levels of aca-
demic and work training. In 1923, Mary Louise Williams answered the fol-
lowing newspaper advertisement: “Wanted: a young colored girl, high school 
graduate preferred. Apply Dey’s Department Store.” She dressed with “care 
expecting to find at least a saleslady opening.” However, upon meeting with 
the manager of this Syracuse store, Williams learned that the store “desired 
a bootblack in the ladies’ rest room.” The manager denied Williams the posi-
tion and eventually hired a high school graduate who had trained two years 
as a teacher. Williams ended her story posing the question: “Is it not a pity 
that a colored girl must be educated to qualify as bootblack?”43

The racial division of labor translated into the physical separation of 
black employees from white workers and customers. Before World War II, 
most, if not all, department stores maintained segregated entrances, 
bathrooms, lunchrooms, and/or social events and activities. Workers at 
Miller & Rhoads joined either the Employee Association or the Colored 
Employee Association depending on their race. Macy’s of New York seg-
regated news by race in the employee newsletter, allocating one small col-
umn on the last page to black employee news and gossip. Black employees at 
Wanamaker’s New York and Philadelphia formed their own employee as-
sociations in 1911 and 1912, respectively. These associations sponsored 
choirs, bands, dances, picnics, and athletic teams. Most northern depart-
ment stores ended these separate accommodations during and after World 
War II. Southern stores, however, continued them through the 1960s. In 1959, 
Thalhimers held segregated winter banquets: the white banquet was held in 
the elegant Virginia Room of the Hotel John Marshall, which was “beauti-
fully arranged for the affair and the tables were softly candle-lit,” and the 
black banquet, held the following evening, was at Ike’s Shrimp House.44

Segregation, coupled with African Americans’ position in and the racial 
dynamics of the store, rendered them virtually invisible. White workers paid 
little attention to their black coworkers. Scholar Jerome Bjelopera found 
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that, throughout the workday, saleswomen at Philadelphia’s Strawbridge 
and Clothier used public elevators as social spaces, or rather informal 
employee lounges, where they met to relax and gossip away from the 
watchful, disapproving gaze of their bosses. “But their sense of freedom,” 
he concluded, “also suggests that the black elevator operators who silently 
observed them were either invisible or of no consequence to them.”45

When they did pay attention to African Americans, white employees 
often viewed them unfavorably. Again, Bjelopera revealed, “In 1909, a white 
employee at Strawbridge and Clothier claimed that the burden of respon-
sibilities he faced on the job and at home was the chief distinction between 
himself and African Americans working in the store. Black workers, he 
thought, could be happy-go-lucky because their ostensibly simple lives pro-
vided them with no real worries. The white employee believed that black 
workers in the store abided by the mantra ‘don’t worry, smile.’ ”46 Such 
statements ignored store policy that all employees, white and black, were 
required to demonstrate courtesy to customers, and indicate that courtesy 
was to be practiced differently based on race. White workers were expected 
to signal courtesy through their conversations with customers, and black 
staff were to signal courtesy through their appearance and silence. African 
Americans were expected to be smiling and attentive to their uniforms, hair, 
and even their fingernails, because “your hands are under customer obser-
vation as you open and close your car doors.” Whenever black divisions 
received new uniforms, store newsletters would publish their photo; one 
photo appeared with the comment “They really look nice and deserve to be 
proud of their appearance.”47

In many ways, blacks were expected to play the role of the happy Sambo 
and doting Mammy, and if they broke character—or more accurately, 
challenged the racial order—trouble quickly ensued. For example, in 1907, 
a female patron at Macy’s characterized black elevator operators as “nigger[s] 
in a little authority.” In her complaint letter to store management, she 
wrote: “Yesterday one was disrespectful to me. Besides I heard of the Ne-
groes on the main floor vilely insult one of the shop girls. It made me al-
most faint. Such things may be overlooked in a white man, but they 
become almost a tragedy from a Negro.” She further requested that the store 
follow the example of Altman’s and Lord & Taylor and employ only white 
elevator men. In response to her letter, management replied that the of-
fending elevator operator would be “summarily dismissed.” But Macy’s 
refused to fire all of its black elevator operators. Management justified this 
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decision on the basis of racial benevolence, stating: “We wish that we could 
say that our white employees never gave cause for such criticism. We have 
found that our colored elevator boys are as polite as any other employes, 
and to dispense with all the colored elevator boys because one has been 
delinquent would scarcely be fair to the race. There are so few employments 
open for the colored people in mercantile establishments, we would consider 
it cruel to deprive them of this only one in our establishment where they 
monopolize the situations, and therefore the only place where we can 
employ them.”48

African American employees had to show deference to both their white 
colleagues and the customer—and both often had unreasonable and con-
flicting demands. In 1940, a note of “appreciation” for Thalhimers col-
ored staff that was included in the employee newsletter speaks to this 
phenomenon: “ ‘Pete, take this to the warehouse at once’—‘Bessie, not so 
much ice in my Coca Cola’—‘Jackson, don’t any of these elevators go down?’ 
We couldn’t possibly get along without you and wish to record as many of 
your activities each month as possible because you are a part of us.” At 
Miller & Rhoads in 1943, Fannie Johnson, a maid, was “sent out to buy ice 
cream for some white salespeople. Upon returning to the store, she unex-
pectedly encountered one of the store’s top executives and was forced to 
quickly stuff the forbidden treats under her apron (ruining both the apron 
and her uniform in the process) to keep them from the eye of her employer. 
White customers and even just random white people on the street felt that 
black department store employees in uniform were at their beck and call 
as well. When a Richmond woman lost her watch, she flagged down a 
Thalhimers delivery truck and ‘asked the boys if they would mind driving 
two or three blocks and [look] for it.’ ” They both courteously agreed, found 
the watch, and returned it to the customer.49

As African Americans were rendered separate, virtually invisible, and 
inferior, they also were described and sometimes treated as if they were part 
of “one big, happy family.” At Thalhimers and Miller & Rhoads, “when 
African Americans were out sick or were mourning the death of a family 
member, white employees joined African American staff in sending gifts, 
cards, and flowers. During the World War II era, in particular, the newsletters 
dispensed with the segregation of the news and featured black servicemen’s 
letters (many of which were written to their former white employers) 
alongside [letters from] whites.” Overall, then, the “message that emerge[s] 
is that white employees were all part of an idealistic family, whereas African 
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Americans occupied a precarious status in the genealogy, requiring their 
deference and acceptance of white supremacy.”50

In spite of these drawbacks, department store work offered several ad-
vantages over domestic or factory work. Specifically, it provided blacks 
with steady employment with fairly consistent hours and work expectations, 
and good benefits (paid vacations, in-store health care, and inexpensive 
access to insurance by joining the employee association). And for a select 
few, the department store presented them with opportunities for ad-
vancement and promotion. Frank Jackson was promoted twice during his 
tenure at Abraham & Straus in New York. First, he was elevated to super-
intendent of the colored employees. He “handled this position so well that 
Mr. Abraham (founder of the firm) remembered him in his will. He left a 
trust fund for him and also stated that as long as Jackson lived he should 
have a position with the department store.” In 1928, Jackson was promoted 
once again, this time to the position of executive assistant.51

At Thalhimers, John Harper, who began as a porter in 1892, ran the 
shipping and receiving department, worked as an elevator operator, and 
managed and repaired the store’s cash registers. In addition to these duties, 
Harper was responsible for hiring all African American employees (a re-
sponsibility that further captures the degree to which blacks and whites 
operated in two separate worlds even within the same store) during his first 
forty-seven years. His “range of responsibilities earned him a weekly salary 
of $25 in 1919, a high salary for an African American man at a time when 
the national average weekly wage for all workers, white included, was 
$23.10.”52 However, in 1939, as the number of African American employees 
increased, Thalhimers took the authority of hiring away from Harper and 
placed it in the hands of a white woman in the personnel department. Harper 
was transferred to the wrapping department—“in charge of wrapping all 
packages that could not be wrapped elsewhere in the store”—and remained 
in this “tedious” position until retiring in August 1945.53

For black women, department store work was a step up from domestic 
service. Young black women were able to find shorter hours, higher wages, 
protection from sexual harassment and violence, and a degree of autonomy 
in stores, and as a result had begun to “abandoned [sic] domestic work 
completely.”54 At the turn of the twentieth century, domestics “labored from 
sunup to sundown six to seven days a week” and earned anywhere from four 
to twelve dollars a month, with the average falling between four and eight 
dollars a month.55 As menial store workers, women earned from seven to 



32 Chapter One

fifteen dollars a week. Men earned on average fifteen dollars a week, with 
some making as much as twenty-two dollars a week. Management also 
rewarded hardworking women with promotions and monetary raises. At 
Thalhimers, Hazel Harris and Grace Bradley moved from maids to elevator 
girls; Carrie McLaughlin, employed with the company for fifteen years, took 
time out of a vacation in Philadelphia to visit a ticket machine distributor 
and eventually became supervisor of the black women operating ticket-
making machines in the warehouse; and in 1942, Florence White was pro-
moted to supervisor of a marking table in the receiving and marking 
department (in this position, White and four helpers were responsible for 
the checking and marking of all incoming merchandise for the main floor 
men’s furnishings, camera shop, art needlework, fifth-floor draperies, and 
the smoke shop).56

Promotions and opportunities for advancement, however, were few and 
modest. They usually involved graduating from one form of menial work 
to another or supervising only other blacks. With this realization, and an 
understanding that even after multiple decades of hard work most black 
workers remained maids, porters, or kitchen staff, some black employees 
strategically used department store work as a stepping-stone. In Octo-
ber  1943, Mary Johnson started at Thalhimers in the maintenance de-
partment. After approximately two years, Johnson was promoted from 
maid to hospital attendant. In this position, Johnson realized “that some 
professional training would help her to be more of assistance in cases of 
emergency” and decided to “take a nine months’ course in practical nursing 
at the Maggie Walker High School . . . ​during her off-duty hours.” This 
program involved the completion of two hundred training hours at the 
Community Hospital. After she earned her nursing certificate, Mary became 
“a full-fledged practical nurse.” Similarly, while working in the engine room 
at Thalhimers, Bishop Gordon earned a bachelor of arts degree in history 
in 1952 from the Virginia Union University, after which he entered gradu
ate school at Union. Soon thereafter, Gordon left Thalhimers and went into 
the insurance business.57 Another beneficiary of department store work was 
elevator operator and future union leader William Atkinson. While working 
at Macy’s, Atkinson attended St. John’s with the hopes of becoming a lawyer. 
Unfortunately, after the superintendent of elevators changed Atkinson’s 
schedule, he was unable to finish his last year of college.58

The racial exclusivity of the department store allowed white workers to 
maintain the illusion that they were part of a homogenous and privileged 
family. But coincidentally, it did the same for its black employees, although 
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the boundaries of their family were different. According to scholar Beth 
Kreydatus, in the space of the department store, where hundreds of blacks 
were employed and segregated from their white counterparts, African 
Americans nurtured a “cohesive, even familial, work culture” and established 
“supportive networks” of current and former workers. In southern depart-
ment stores, they often referred family and friends for open positions; 
“dozens of surnames” are found in the company records. Black store 
employees also regularly shared family and community news, including 
births, deaths, and marriages (many of which wedded one black employee 
to another), in the “colored” section of store newsletters.59

This sense of community, likely coupled with the employee benefits, 
influenced many African Americans who left for military service or another 
position to stay in touch and return to the store months and even years later. 
Macy’s Sparks, the store’s employee newsletter, often printed letters from 
former employees serving in World War II. Sergeant Jackson H. Miller, a 
former elevator operator, wrote: “Although I do hear from many of the men 
that I had the pleasure of working with in the Elevator Dept., it is good to 
read about what is happening in other departments of the Store. . . . ​The 
last record of me in your business file showed I was Private, but that had 
changed and for the past couple of months the title has been Sergeant.”60 
Powell Williams and Robert Scott, both deliverymen at Thalhimers, re-
turned to their old jobs after serving in the war. Williams had been sta-
tioned in Texas, while Scott spent eleven months in Africa and fifteen 
months in Italy as platoon sergeant in a Quartermaster Trucking Company.61 
Typically, and in contrast with many industrial jobs, these men almost 
always returned to the same position they held before leaving, despite 
gaining valuable experiences that might have proved useful in white-collar 
positions.

It is undeniable that race segregation and discrimination circumscribed 
thousands of African Americans to the least prestigious, lowest-paying jobs 
in department stores. However, not all blacks worked behind the scenes. 
From 1890 to 1918, a period that roughly marks when the department store 
became the leading American retailer and the height of the First Great 
Migration, a select few were hired as sales and clerical workers and given 
the opportunity to taste the urban bourgeois lifestyle being sold and cele
brated in these grand emporiums. Most employers preferred not to broad-
cast these hires. Therefore, virtually no evidence exists that provides any 
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deep insight into the hiring process and work experiences of African 
American white-collar workers in department stores during this period. 
Scholars Lorenzo J. Greene and Carter G. Woodson suggest that, as early as 
1900, stores sometimes hired a token number of African American sales 
workers in an effort to appease and retain their black customers, who had 
been pressuring retailers to modify their hiring practices, or as a strategy 
to increase black patronage. For example, in response to black pressure, 
white businesses employed black clerks in Lexington, Kentucky, in 1900: 
“Graves, Coy and Company set the example by employing Sam L. Tolley, 
who held this position a number of years; the Kaufman Clothing Company 
was next, having in their charge Noah Woolridge.”62

Other African Americans, many of whom were of lighter complexion, 
high school or college graduates, and exemplars of respectability, applied 
and aggressively persuaded the personnel manager to hire them. In 1901, 
Mattie Johnson (figure 3) sought an interview with the manager of Siegel, 
Cooper & Co. in Chicago. As was the case at virtually all American depart-
ment stores in the early twentieth century, Siegel, Cooper & Co. abided by a 
strict racial policy, whereby sales workers were white and African Ameri-
cans were relegated to menial behind-the-scenes occupations. Nevertheless, 
Johnson—with a firm belief in her abilities, an aspiration to improve her 
station, and the fortitude to challenge existing norms—applied for a sales 
position and successfully persuaded the manager to meet with her for five 
minutes. At the expiration of the five minutes, she was hurried out of the 
meeting. Johnson returned to the store within a few days and once again 
“earnestly pushed her claim.” Impressed by her persistence, the manager 
gave Johnson a six-week trial in the Hazel Pure Food Department. After the 
trial period, she was fired “but again resumed her attacks upon the manager. 
When heartily discouraged she wrote him a polite note stating that she 
would annoy him no longer. He immediately sent for her and installed her in 
her old position.” Soon thereafter Johnson took charge of this department.63

Johnson’s hire was widely reported by the black press and noted in 
lectures and publications as evidence of black progress. Reports insisted that 
she was “looked upon by her employers as one of the most competent women 
in the store” and that she had “many friends among the patrons of the 
establishment.”64 Johnson symbolized racial progress and raised African 
Americans’ hopes that other department stores would soon follow suit. 
These reports also celebrated Johnson’s hard work and persistence and 
implied that the manager was swayed by her performance to retain Johnson 
as a saleswoman. However, no existing records indicate that Siegel, Cooper & 
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Co. was convinced enough by Johnson’s superior performance to subse-
quently employ other African Americans in similar positions.

In some cases, humanitarian sentiments drove the hiring of blacks. At 
Sears, Roebuck, and Company, Julius Rosenwald, president and CEO, was 
a pioneer in advancing the black condition. Rosenwald adhered to the “self-
help” philosophy of his personal friend Booker T. Washington and to Andrew 
Carnegie’s philosophy of civic stewardship. He supported black causes con-
vinced that black advancement could be achieved through rugged individu-
alism.65 While he never succeeded in convincing Sears’s board of directors to 
adopt this perspective, he oversaw the hiring of a few African Americans 
in nontraditional positions. In the early 1900s, a young Claude Barnett (the 
future founder of the Negro Associated Press) met Rosenwald while working 
as a houseboy for Richard Warren Sears, cofounder of Sears, Roebuck, and 
Company. Barnett recalled, “Mr. Sears, while generous, was no philanthro-
pist. My contact with Julius Rosenwald came about through the Rosenwald 
fund except for one memorable incident. After I stopped working in the 

FIGURE 3 ​Mattie Johnson,  
ca. 1890–1915. Library of 
Congress Prints and Photographs 
Division, LC-USZ62-40474.
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Sears home he told me to go downtown to the store and get a job. I was 
employed in the grocery department packaging and shipping sugar. . . . ​So 
far as I knew I was the only colored employee who was not a janitor.”66 Bar-
nett remained employed at Sears until he entered Tuskegee University in 
September 1904.

The token appointment of African Americans to higher-paying, higher-
status jobs in early department stores appears to have done little to disman-
tle Jim Crow practices in the retail industry, however. The work environment 
for these employees remained fraught with racism and discrimination. Like 
their nonselling and racially passing counterparts, black sales workers were 
often seen but not acknowledged, tolerated but not accepted, and subjected 
to racist and derogatory comments. To cope, black sales workers likely 
established close and supportive relationships with other African American 
workers; or perhaps they kept to themselves, fearing that they might draw 
additional attention to their race and color or that nonselling blacks would 
ostracize them. To make matters worse, black workers’ tenure on the selling 
floor remained insecure. They were often overlooked for promotions and 
replaced if a manager found a “more qualified” white worker. Of course, 
in truth, whiteness was the only qualification needed to win a black sales-
clerk’s position.

The mass migration of African Americans to urban centers profoundly 
altered relationships between blacks and whites and changed the basic 
economic and social structure of urban black communities in both the North 
and the South. The increased numbers of blacks threatened the established 
racial order, and whites in northern cities such as Chicago, New York, and 
Philadelphia responded by hardening the color line not only in employment 
but also in housing and politics.67 Almost immediately, stores steadfastly 
observed their “no black salesclerk” or more broadly “no blacks in position 
of responsibility” policy. In southern department stores, as the number of 
African American employees increased, African American supervisors were 
demoted and found their positions handed to white employees. At Thal-
himers in 1939, as previously discussed, John Harper was relieved of his 
supervisory duties of hiring and training the store’s black employees; those 
duties were given to a white woman in the personnel department.68 The 
majority of black store workers remained in subordinate positions, there-
fore, until mass civil rights agitation in the post–World War II era.

Of course, there were exceptions to this rule. During World War I, and 
likely because of Rosenwald’s influence and most certainly out of need, 
Sears, Roebuck, and Company hired black women migrants as labelers and 
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stampers in its mail-order house. As soon as the war ended and business 
leveled off, however, Sears immediately terminated those workers. Not long 
thereafter, in 1919, Sears hired 1,200 black women as office workers at the 
behest of the Chicago Urban League—an organization with which Rosen-
wald was closely affiliated. These workers were paid ten to fourteen dollars 
per week. But, once again, their time at Sears was temporary, as the Depres-
sion forced the retailer to close some of its facilities.69

As major department stores ceased hiring blacks in skilled positions, 
African Americans pursuing this work applied to black-owned stores and 
white-owned stores trying to capitalize on black migration, or engaged in 
“passing.” Black-owned department stores offered a small, yet significant, 
number of African Americans work as sales and office workers. These 
stores were embodiments of black self-help and “buy black” philosophies 
and movements. They aimed to create white-collar positions for African 
Americans, provide African American consumers with quality, affordable 
merchandise and first-class customer service, and advance black economic 
development and independence. In 1905, with the support of the Indepen
dent Order of St. Luke, Maggie Lena Walker founded the Saint Luke Empo-
rium in Richmond, Virginia (figure 4), to expand black women’s employment 
opportunities. The Emporium employed fifteen African American sales-
women, which constituted a significant percentage of black women in white-
collar and skilled occupations in this southern city. Here, black women 
“worked in healthier, less stressful environments” free from racism and were 
better paid than domestic servants, factory workers, and even professionals. 
In fact, they often earned two and even three times more money than black 
professional women. For example, one teacher received eighteen dollars a 
month and a nine-month salary, while black female clerks in the office of the 
Independent Order of Saint Luke earned fifty dollars per month.70

Other black-owned department stores existed in New York City, Buffalo, 
Philadelphia, Detroit, and even Muskogee, Oklahoma.71 In Chicago, the 
Sandy W. Trice & Company Department Store employed four African Ameri-
can clerks, a stenographer, and a bookkeeper. According to a New York Age 
article, “The clerks act as if they had been in the business all their lives, and 
the daily receipts indicate that they know how to sell goods.”72 The Metro-
politan Department Store of Baltimore employed twenty-five persons: “Man
ager, Assistant Manager, Fore-Lady, Bookkeeper, Milliner, Superintendent of 
Grocery Department, 4 sales ladies, two grocery clerks, one driver, one por-
ter, eight solicitors, or agents (outside), two bundle wrappers, one collector.”73 
And in Wilmington, North Carolina, another black-owned department store 
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was celebrated for “feeding, clothing, and housing one hundred (100) mem-
bers of our race daily . . . ​[and for] provid[ing] employment for the educated 
ones of the race so as to give them employment to practice what they learn.”74

Although not black owned, the South Center Department Store in 
Chicago’s Black Belt employed African Americans in all areas and depart-
ments of the store. South Center opened in 1928, hoping to capitalize on 
the city’s massive black population growth by hiring and catering to whites 
and blacks. It was “the nation’s first department store to integrate its person-
nel and advance the position of African Americans in executive positions in 
retail and marketing.” South Center “hired blacks to whites at a ratio of 16 to 
1 among its 220 non-maintenance and service staff.” By 1936, the store had 
230 employees, 70 percent of whom were African American.75 According to 
the Pittsburgh Courier, South Center had “no ‘colored’ or ‘white’ jobs. When it 
comes to filling a job whether it is in the meat division or in the bookkeeping 

FIGURE 4 ​St. Luke Emporium, dry goods department, ca. 1905.  
Independent Order of St. Luke Collection, The Valentine, Richmond History Center.
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department, we place the person in there whom we think is best qualified for 
that job. One time we had a colored girl as cashier in a certain department 
and at another time we had a white girl. Who will be the next one to occupy 
that position we do not know. It will be determined solely on the basis of 
merit, efficiency and willingness to work.”76 This policy extended to the 
store’s managerial and executive positions. In 1928, South Center hired 
Richard Lee “Dick” Jones as the store’s general superintendent, making him 
the only African American to fill such a position in a large department store, 
and, in 1939, appointed Jones to the South Center board of directors.77

In addition to creating sales and managerial positions for African Ameri-
cans, black-owned department stores offered members of the African 
American community opportunities to learn the fundamental principles and 
policies of business needed to advance the individual and the race. A. I. Hart 
and Company in Harlem provided “young men and women of the race . . . ​
mercantile training” that they would not receive otherwise.78 Similarly the 
South Center Department Store offered classes in salesmanship and mer-
chandising to its employees and the public. These classes sought “to help 
supply the growing need for trained clerks. . . . ​Instruction is to be both in 
theory and practice. After theories of salesmanship have been discussed, 
the pupils are to be allowed the opportunity to test out the theories in the 
store’s practical laboratory behind the counters.” Representatives of 
manufacturers instructed students on “the facts about the quality and source 
of the merchandise they handle.”79 Students received training in customer 
service. They were instructed to abide by certain rules: “(1) Serve every 
customer as you would want to be served, (2) Study to know your store—its 
character, its clientele, its methods, (3) Study to know your customers—their 
station in life, their means, their interests, and (4) Study to know other stores 
like yours—their offerings, their inducements and their methods.”80

This education equipped African Americans with the skills—including 
appearance, personality, speech, and salesmanship—needed to successfully 
secure white-collar work in the retail industry. Graduates of the South Cen-
ter training school, for example, were frequently hired at the South Center 
Department Store and neighboring retailers. According to Jones, “A col-
ored man who was at the head of our shoe department is now connected 
with a colored shoe store, the Metropolitan, across the street. His assistant 
is now head and the man beneath that chief is now in training for that 
position. . . . ​There is Hill, who used to be head of our men’s department, 
who is now assistant manager of the Food Mart across the street.”81 Jones 
also reported that “one of our men is now an important merchandise 
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executive in the May’s Department Store; another is in the buying division 
of Marshall Field’s.” These hires contradicted May’s and Field’s discrimina-
tory hiring policies. They suggest either that token hires persisted, albeit 
even more secretively than before, as none of the major black papers re-
ported this news or that these companies were unaware that their mer-
chandise executive and buyer were African American.

Secrecy was often involved in black hiring, however. Throughout the 
early twentieth century, racial passing was a reality for an untold number 
of black women, in particular, those seeking employment other than do-
mestic help. These women were “so nearly white that they [could] be mis-
taken for white girls, in which case they [were] able to secure very good 
positions and keep them as long as their color is not known.”82 According 
to William  A. Crossland, in St.  Louis department stores there may have 
been more black saleswomen than either employers or students of the 
labor force were aware. Specifically, he notes that a “majority of the col-
ored female clerks are employed in department stores. This fact, however, 
is not known to the employer. There are a few Negro women of very light 
color, who are working in the finest stores in the city.”83

Given the secrecy of passing, it is nearly impossible to calculate how 
many women attained nonmaintenance store work in this manner. Nev-
ertheless, passing offered many black women the opportunity to secure 
higher-status, higher-paying positions in the department store. But passing 
came at significant costs. Scholar Cheryl Harris affectionately recalled her 
grandmother, an African American woman, who passed for white working 
as an office clerk in a Chicago department store in the 1930s. Day after day, 
her grandmother “made herself invisible, then visible again, for a price too 
inconsequential to do more than barely sustain her family.” She came to 
know her coworkers, learning their most intimate secrets, but they never 
knew her. Harris’s grandmother “occupied a different place . . . ​where white 
supremacy and economic domination meet.” This place was entirely un-
known to her white coworkers: “They remained oblivious to the worlds 
within worlds that existed just beyond the edge of their awareness and yet 
were present in their very midst.”84 Living this double life proved too much 
to bear and eventually resulted in Harris’s grandmother leaving the store.

Many “passing” women worked in constant fear of being exposed and 
terminated. One African American woman hired as Christmas help at 
Marshall Field’s “was scared to death that someone—some colored person—
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would see her and recognize her.” While working in the costume jewelry 
section, she avoided serving African American customers by turning her 
back and ignoring them even when they “made a point of trying to speak 
to her.” Finally she became such a “nervous wreck” that she quit. Others, 
however, seemed to handle passing in the department store with a bit more 
ease. Another woman working in the handkerchief department at Field’s 
had little fear of interacting with black customers. She recalled: “People 
were coming in all the time that I knew; but I always spoke to them and 
would wait on them if they came to my counter. So I got along all right. 
Lots of people who sensed that I was going to speak to them would just nod 
and move away quickly. They weren’t resentful. I really needed the money; 
but it wasn’t a life-and-death matter, so I couldn’t think of not speaking to 
someone that I knew.”85

Whether they were passing or a token hire, African American sales and 
office workers were plagued by insecurities. They could be discharged on a 
whim, to make room for a white employee, for committing a minor in-
fraction, or because their “true” identity had been revealed. Nevertheless, 
for a significant, albeit small, number of blacks who thrived in these posi-
tions of responsibility, sales and clerical work augmented their participation 
in American consumer culture as shoppers (à la Fordism), and facilitated 
their ascent into a modern black middle class.

African American Consumers

During the segregation era, all public institutions worked to keep whites and 
blacks separate. “For most whites,” one scholar noted, “blacks represented 
sources of unspecified physical and moral pollution.”86 However, the depart-
ment store, which was unique in that all were welcome, brought these groups 
together. Anxieties and fears, nonetheless, abound that black and white bod-
ies might touch in the exchange of clothes they tried on or use the same forks 
and plates at the store lunch counters. Consequently, department stores not 
only prohibited African American employment except as porters, maids, and 
elevator operators; they also restricted African American consumers’ move-
ment and participation in this sphere. Restrictions, or rather racial bound
aries, which varied depending on the store and/or region, in the North as 
well as the South, ensured that the department store remained a whites-only 
amusement and that blacks remained in a place of second-class citizenship.

Prohibitions aimed at keeping black and white bodies separate were 
sometimes justified as measures to prevent blacks from contaminating 
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whites with their “Negro health problems.” African Americans were refused 
service at lunch counters and restaurants, and at barber and beauty shops. 
They were forbidden from trying on clothes, especially hats, gloves, and 
intimate apparel, and from returning items after purchase. When Josiah 
Henry, a prominent African American attorney, entered Stewart’s De-
partment Store in Baltimore in 1928 to order a dress for his mother, the 
salesclerk informed him that there were no available facilities for his mother 
to try on the garment until the building was remodeled. Henry scanned the 
selling floor for the dressing area and noticed that white patrons were using 
the dressing rooms. Becoming quickly aware of the situation, he announced 
that he would put off his purchase until the appropriate facilities were 
available.87 Many others, however, coped with these restrictions, regarding 
them as inconveniences, and tried to ignore the insult. Bill Lee recalled 
shopping with his grandmother: “There were four of us, two boys, two girls. 
The boys would be first. It was kind of easy for the boys. My grandmother 
just put a shirt up in front of us. But with two girls it was a little more dif-
ficult. You couldn’t try anything on in most of the stores. Sure it made you 
angry. But what could you do? It’s just the way it was.”88

Stores rarely extended African Americans the same customer service 
they did to whites. Some stores marked black credit accounts with a star in 
the store ledger to distinguish them from those of whites (an early form of 
racial profiling), while others denied blacks credit entirely.89 Black con-
sumers complained they were never addressed with terms of respect, such 
as “mister,” “mistress,” or “miss.” Instead, they endured being called “boy,” 
“girl,” “uncle,” “auntie,” and even “nigger,” and, by extension, were treated 
as such. For example, when James Underhill and his wife went shopping 
in a large department store, “they were met by a white salesman who beck-
oned to them . . . ​and began the rattling of his heels and toes in the style of 
tap-dancing.” As the salesman showed Underhill the pianos, he continued 
tap dancing and added “the whistling and humming of jazz notes.” Under
hill and his wife became disturbed by the salesman’s preconceived ideas 
of African Americans and performance and expressed as much to the store 
manager. The manager immediately called for the salesman, told him that 
his services were no longer required, and apologized to Underhill on the 
salesman’s behalf. He told Underhill: “I am sorry for what has happened, 
but I will see that you get the best services; I will see that you are treated 
white.” To the astonishment of the manager, Underhill responded that he 
simply wanted to be “treated as a man.”90
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African Americans were never served first in stores when white custom-
ers were present, were forced to wait patiently to be spoken to by white clerks 
rather than dare to address them first, and could be ignored and denied 
service entirely. In August 1919, the Chicago Whip reported an incident 
where Viola Penn was ignored while trying to make a purchase in the dress 
goods department of Marshall Field and Company. “The matter,” the paper 
wrote, was taken up “with the management of the store to find out why out 
people cannot spend the coin of the realm in their establishment. The 
proper city and state authorities have also been appealed to. Miss Penn, per-
sonally, intends to bring suit against the firm.”91 In Baltimore, Stewart’s was 
known for accepting African American trade in some of its departments, but 
refused it in others. In 1929, a reporter for the Afro-American was sent to in-
vestigate complaints that Stewart’s discriminated against black female shop-
pers. In the linen and furniture departments, the reporter was attended to 
quickly and efficiently. However, in the lingerie department, the reporter 
experienced tremendous difficulty securing the attention of a salesgirl: “No 
matter at what section of the counter the reporter went, the sales girls im-
mediately moved in another direction and became extremely busy.” Deter-
mined to be waited on and make a purchase, the reporter took up station 
next to a white customer. Within a few minutes, “a salesgirl approached and 
offered to wait on the white customer.” Graciously, the white customer de-
clined her assistance, replying that she was already being helped. The re-
porter, seeing that the salesgirl was available to assist customers, asked to 
see the nightgowns, to which the salesgirl replied “I’m busy” as she walked 
away. In a final attempt to be served, the reporter approached the floor-
walker for help getting a salesgirl’s assistance. The floorwalker informed 
the reporter that he would not be able to help as “we expect to be busy all 
the afternoon.”92

Service, however, was only one of the ways that department stores re-
inforced race hierarchies. Several stores engaged in activities such as 
staging minstrel shows that celebrated the romanticized racial roles of the 
antebellum South. Most major retailers also peddled racially derogatory 
merchandise, particularly toys, that, like minstrelsy and advertisements for 
pancake mix, soap, and other domestic products of this era, stereotyped and 
commodified black bodies and buttressed white supremacy. In 1921 and 
1922, respectively, Sears sold the “Famous Alabama Coon Jigger” toy 
and the “Colored Minstrel Boys, Oh, What Music” toy. The “Alabama” 
toy was described as “a realistic dancing negro who goes through the 
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movements of a lively jig. Very amusing and fascinating.” The “Minstrel 
Boys” toy portrayed “two coons with exaggerated head and foot movement 
of real darkies.” In 1924, the Sears catalog introduced the “Aunt Jemima 
Doll with Ma-Ma Voice.” The catalog described the doll as dressed in a “cos-
tume of floral pattern cotton material with a large white apron and color; 
also red bandanna and Aunt Jemima label.” The sale of racially offensive 
products continued well into the 1930s. One of these products was the 
“Chicken Snatcher”—a figure of a “scared looking negro” that danced with 
“a chicken dangling in his hand and a dog hanging on the seat of his pants.”93

Providing inequitable service and selling offensive goods may well have 
been rooted in fears that consumption would enable African Americans to 
transcend their station by purchasing their way into a seeming equality with 
whites. Through consumption, African Americans could reject racist stereo
types and their subservient position in society, reinvent themselves as 
middle class, and challenge social boundaries. There is evidence that the 
department store, in particular, could inadvertently assist in this process. 
In the early twentieth century, as a result of migration, urbanization, and 
war, more African Americans secured better jobs and, in turn, had ex-
pendable income. This, along with the extension of credit, such as charge 
accounts and installment credit, increased the number of individuals that 
could access the new consumer market and maximized store profits. With 
credit, even the working class could purchase goods on time—small, regular 
payments made weekly, biweekly, or monthly. Just about anything could 
be purchased on credit—clothing, rugs, clocks, bedding, dishes, kitchen-
ware, sewing machines, and furniture. For some black consumers, the ability 
to purchase goods that they otherwise would not be able to afford pro-
vided them with feelings of pleasure, affluence, and importance. These 
expectations of department store consumption mirrored those held by 
whites but had a special valence for a historically demeaned and degraded 
people.

But with credit came credit default. During this period, credit defaults 
began to characterize the buying habits of both white and black consumers. 
(Charge accounts, however, were not fully extended to African Americans 
until the credit equality campaigns of the 1960s and 1970s.) Consumers 
often found themselves victims of usurious interest rates and debt that 
threatened any efforts to better their class position or achieve financial in
dependence. The ease with which consumers could purchase goods on time 
“naturally minimized [sic] the importance of the price.”94 Many consum-
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ers were unable to make payments and were subsequently harassed by col-
lection agencies. For example:

A Negro woman was employed as [a] cook in the home of a doctor. She 
agreed to pay $39.75 for a coat and then failed to keep her contract. A 
collector for the “instalment credit” store telephoned to the doctor 
concerning the failure of his cook to pay her bill. The doctor, angered by 
the tone of the voice of the collector, told him that his cook didn’t have to 
pay for the coat, because the price they had forced her to agree to pay 
was entirely too high. The collector then threatened to telephone the 
doctor every fifteen minutes until the coat was paid for. After his tele-
phone had jingled almost constantly for two or three days, the doctor, in 
his desperation, paid for the coat.95

While in this instance the consumer was bailed out by her employer, others 
were not so lucky. Many were frightened or compelled by collection experts 
to make some sort of monthly payment, often forgoing paying for daily 
essentials, had their purchases repossessed by the store, or faced criminal 
charges.96

Nonetheless, many whites feared that the department store might offer 
African Americans the means to undermine white supremacy. Women of 
different races could meet in the street wearing the same hat or dress, while 
men might meet driving the same vehicle.97 A saleswoman working in a 
New York City department store recounted the following story:

You know there are a lot of rich Negroes in this town and they are 
adopting the customs of whites and sometimes they go them one better. 
One day the wife of a rich colored lawyer came in to order some paper 
napkins to use at picnics at her country place and she asked me to have 
her monogram engraved on them. I had never had any monogrammed 
paper napkins ordered before but I thought it a good idea so when—I’ll 
call her Mrs. Reginald Whitford of Park Avenue—came in to get some 
paper napkins for her yacht, I suggested the monogram to her. “What a 
splendid idea!” she said right away, delighted, and ordered a couple of 
thousand. I had a good laugh all to myself after she went out. I won-
dered what she’d say if she knew that she was imitating colored 
society.98

One could only imagine Mrs. Whitford’s horror if she ever learned of this 
story. Such stories alarmed white shoppers, often leading them to demand 
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harsher racial codes as a result. Meanwhile, stores, fearing that white 
customers would not patronize a fully integrated store, restricted blacks’ 
access to their space. In the 1920s and 1930s, as African Americans migrated 
en masse to urban centers and pursued higher standards of living, a group 
of white women successfully pressured Baltimore stores to discourage 
African American trade. Walter Sondheim, manager of Hochschild-Kohn, 
reasoned that “we lose some of our best white trade, especially in the shoe, 
hat, and dress departments, and we have taken this step as a business 
proposition and decided that it would be best from this standpoint, not to 
encourage colored customers.”99 Such policies, which stores continually 
insisted were in response to the demands of their desired clientele, remained 
in effect well into the 1960s.

As stores responded to pressure from racist white customers, African 
Americans complained that salesclerks were “acting funny.” Stores that 
initially desired black patronage were now singing a different tune. Hutzler 
Brothers originally permitted upper-class African Americans to charge their 
purchases. By 1915, however, it determined that it was undesirable to do so 
and began the process of “getting rid of those accounts which are at pres
ent used by their colored patrons.” In 1925 black customers experienced 
difficulty being served at Hochschild-Kohn. One patron took some photo-
graphic film to be developed and was told that they were not handling the 
film of “colored people.” Another customer, who wanted to match a bit of 
lace, was told it was not in stock, although the customer could see it her-
self on the shelf. Hochschild-Kohn management explained that the store 
“had just developed to the place where it was more profitable to dispense 
with their colored trade. They have been raising the standard of their 
products and catering to a more prestigious clientele.”100

Many retailers hardened the physical racial boundaries in their facili-
ties. One Baltimore department store opposed holding a Christmas carni-
val because the presence of large crowds of black shoppers would hurt 
business.101 Others banished African American shoppers to the much less 
glamorous bargain basement, which sold merchandise that some patrons 
regarded as “gaudy and in bad taste.” Often the merchandise was poorly 
made and of inferior materials. For example, “low-grade woods were often 
stained to resemble mahogany and walnut, silver content was sometimes 
less than claimed, and fabrics were given names such as ‘linon’ that could 
mislead the unwary or semiliterate.”102 In 1916 Marshall Field’s in Chicago 
ordered that African Americans be treated with “ ‘indifference’ whenever 
they made their appearance as prospective buyers on the main floor or above 
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and were to be directed to the basement by all sales-persons as the most 
likely place where they could find the articles they desired to purchase.” It 
furthered ordered that salesclerks show black patrons “ ‘inattention’ and 
treat them in a manner indicative of the fact that their trade was not de-
sired.”103 By relegating African Americans to the basement, stores were 
able to maintain the racial order and segregate their customers in the same 
manner as their workers. These basements also ensured that African 
Americans could not consume in the same way or purchase the same goods 
as whites of the same class. Such discriminatory policies ultimately guar-
anteed that white customers would continue to patronize stores and 
white supremacy would continue to reign.

Some stores went so far as to exclude African Americans entirely from 
the white selling space. Hecht Company, based in the Baltimore-Washington 
area, designated certain stores for blacks to shop. Before the 1940s, the 
Hecht’s on Baltimore and Pine Streets was the only Hecht’s store at which 
African Americans were permitted to shop. In what were deemed “white-
only” department stores in Baltimore, African Americans could make 
purchases only on behalf of their white employer. At Hochschild-Kohn, 
blacks were permitted to shop only when they were in their domestic 
uniform; they could shop for their master and mistress but not for them-
selves.104 At other Baltimore stores, all African Americans were forbidden 
from entering the store. Instead, they had to provide a list of items to a store 
employee at the entrance. The store employee would retrieve the items and 
bring them to the black customer at the door. This was often the process 
when a black maid shopped for the white family for whom she worked.105

In an effort to avoid degrading treatment and merchandise, many African 
Americans patronized black-owned department stores and purchased goods 
from mail-order companies. Black-owned department stores welcomed 
African Americans; they did not simply tolerate them like the majority of 
their white counterparts. In these stores, African Americans could purchase 
from vast stocks of high-grade, reasonably priced merchandise and receive 
courteous, fair customer service. The Saint Luke Emporium offered a 
“complete line of up-to-date stock direct from the New York market,” while 
the Sandy W. Trice & Company Department Store carried “a complete line 
of ladies’ and gents’ furnishings, hats, caps, shoes, underwear, ribbons, 
laces, notions and dry goods.”106 They also likely sold “colored dolls,” 
“colored” books, and other products that promoted black pride and con-
sciousness among black children.107 The A.  I. Hart & Company comprised 
more than thirty departments, each of which was artistically and attractively 



48 Chapter One

arranged. It also maintained a luncheonette—an amenity African Ameri-
cans were forbidden to patronize in white-owned stores. The luncheon-
ette provided customers with a space to take a break from hours of strenuous 
shopping and grab a hot meal, a light lunch, a cold drink, or some ice 
cream.108

Black-owned department stores catered to their clientele and attempted, 
within their limited budgets, to create an air of luxury comparable to that 
of their white counterparts. But in reality, the success of these establish-
ments lay in their treatment of black customers. They extended simple de-
cency to these customers—something white-owned stores insisted was 
reserved only for whites. In these black-owned enterprises, African Ameri
cans were addressed by their appropriate titles, permitted to try on and re-
turn clothes, and extended credit. They were not required to wait until all 
of the white customers had been served before a salesclerk approached 
them. Rather, they were served in the order in which they arrived at the 
counter. And, graciously and patiently, salesclerks showed customers ar-
ticles that they desired and suggested others that they believed would 
appeal to customers.

For all of this, black-owned department stores experienced several years 
of success. However, their success was short-lived. Stiff opposition and 
competition from white merchants, the lack of capital black businessmen 
had at their disposal, and blacks’ habit of spending their paycheck in white 
stores proved detrimental to these establishments. For example, when the 
Saint Luke Emporium opened, efforts were made to cripple the business. A 
white Retail Dealers’ Association was formed for the purpose of hindering 
the store’s operations. It warned wholesale merchants in Richmond and as 
far away as New York City not to sell to the Emporium at the risk of losing 
the business of the city’s white merchants. It also charged that the Empo-
rium was underselling Richmond’s white merchants. Perhaps the Emporium 
would have weathered this storm if local blacks had not been “so wed-
ded to those who oppress him.” The Emporium aimed to expand eco-
nomic opportunities in the African American community. Yet black 
people continued to patronize stores that disrespected them and “increas-
ingly hired white women as salesclerks and secretaries, while blacks were 
without employment and the black community as a whole was losing re-
sources, skills, and finances.”109 The Emporium eventually closed its doors 
in 1912.

A. I. Hart & Company met the same fate. Harlem’s African Americans, 
like their southern brethren, likely favored the selection and prestige that 
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accompanied shopping at Macy’s and Abraham and Strauss. Such that, in 
1923, after seven years in business, the store stood on the verge of “pass[ing] 
out [of] our hands, unless it receives a larger share of our patronage.” The 
New York Amsterdam News pleaded with its readers to “go there today and 
buy something you need now or which you will need in the future.” Fer-
vently, it argued that “the success of this store will reflect credit upon 
every Colored person in this community, and upon the entire Race, and for 
this reason it should not be permitted to fail or to pass into other hands.”110 
Similarly, A. I. Hart, the store’s president, appealed to blacks’ sense of racial 
advancement and community and asked them to see their individual success 
as being intricately intertwined with that of the community: “We need more 
Negro stores. We can’t have them unless we create them. After creation we 
can’t keep them unless we maintain them. To succeed we must do what 
other races have done, and are doing, giving preference to their own, first, 
last, and all the time.”111 Unfortunately, these pleas fell on deaf ears. The 
store fell into bankruptcy and closed in 1924.112

Black consumers, however, share only part of the blame for the failure 
of these businesses. The historian Lizabeth Cohen argues that “the causes 
of black business failure lay much deeper, in the insurmountable economic 
barriers that kept black entrepreneurs from competing viably.” Black 
businessmen often lacked the capital needed to compete with chain de-
partment stores. Often these men secured loans from black-owned banks. 
But these banks were unable to provide the larger loans and resources that 
white-owned banks could extend to their patrons. With limited capital, 
black-owned department stores were unable to offer customers the credit 
that a chain department store typically gave its clientele, to expand and 
maintain a large and diverse stock of goods and keep prices low, or simply 
to remain competitive with other stores. All of this likely drove African 
American customers to shop elsewhere.113

Shopping through the mail presented African Americans with another 
way to evade the tensions, fears, and humiliations of visiting a white-owned 
store. Shopping in catalogs and ordering goods from Chicago mail-order 
houses like Montgomery Ward and Sears, Roebuck, and Company allowed 
African Americans to consume without white knowledge and control. 
For African Americans residing in the rural South, this was particularly 
important. Often these individuals lived a great distance from a depart-
ment store and were usually paid in scrip, redeemable only at plantation 
stores. So, although few southern African Americans had the means to 
buy much from the catalogs, when they did save enough cash to make a 
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purchase, mail-order catalogs allowed black agricultural workers to avoid 
the debts and indignities of racist plantation stores.114

Catalogs opened another world to these consumers, whereby they could 
experience the fun, romance, and extensive selection of goods that char-
acterized shopping in urban palaces of consumption. A photograph taken 
by Marion Post Wolcott illustrates the power of the mail-order catalog: on 
Good Hope Plantation, located in the Mississippi Delta, in 1939, three children 
sit in a relatively well-decorated and furnished room in what appears to be a 
shack. Two of these children, a boy and a girl, study a catalog. I can only 
imagine that these children—much as I remember doing as a child when the 
Sears and J.C. Penney Christmas catalogs came in the mail—entered a fan-
tasy. They could imagine themselves playing with dolls equipped with a pul-
ley system, an electric train set, or a View-Master, or fantasize about wearing 
a new, stylish outfit. Perhaps these catalogs instilled the dream and motiva-
tion to escape the agricultural regime that limited their parents’ lives.115

For many, shopping in black-owned stores and from mail-order catalogs 
provided them with viable, cost-effective alternatives to being subjected to 
discriminatory treatment in white-owned department stores. But these 
alternatives did not hold the same meaning, nor did they foster the same 
feelings that accompanied shopping in these palaces of consumption. 
Consequently, many blacks pursued more extreme—and even clandestine—
means to engage the world of luxury, happiness, and possibilities promised 
to department store shoppers. Some fabricated cover stories that they were 
shopping on behalf of the white family for whom they worked in hopes of 
getting better service. Others passed as white to shop. Passing was consid-
ered justifiable when done for the “thrill of it all”—to shop, to sleep, or to 
eat meals at racially exclusive establishments—and without any inten-
tion of permanently forsaking the race. In this capacity, passing was often 
“looked upon as having fun at the white folks’ expense,” as a way of flouting 
absurd and unjust laws, and as a means of exercising choice (a freedom that, 
if black, was limited as a result of race discrimination and segregation).116

Jessie Redmon Fauset’s novel Plum Bun: A Novel without a Moral (1928), 
and other Harlem Renaissance novels, honestly depicts the realities of 
passing in the consumer sphere. Mattie Murray, the mother of the black 
female protagonist, “employed her colour very much as she practised certain 
winning usages of smile and voice to obtain indulgences which meant much 
to her and which took nothing from anyone else.” Murray’s passing is at-
tributed to her passion for consumption: She “loved pretty clothes, she 
liked shops devoted to the service of women; she enjoyed being even on the 
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fringe of a fashionable gathering. A satisfaction that was almost ecstatic 
seized her when she drank tea in the midst of the modishly gowned women 
in a stylish tea-room. . . . ​She had no desire to be of these people, but she 
liked to look on; it amused and thrilled and kept alive some unquenchable 
instinct for life which thrived within her.”117

Others viewed passing as a means of rejecting or simply seeking relief 
from the feelings of inferiority and suffocation that accompanied racism and 
sexism; it was considered a way of performing and holding, albeit mo-
mentarily, middle-class citizenship. For black women, in particular, pass-
ing offered respite from both the labors and drudgery of domestic and 
work spheres. White-only stores and restaurants were alluring because they 
functioned as stages where black women could perform and display their 
adherence to white bourgeois standards of beauty, femininity, gentility, 
respectability, and conspicuous consumption. John Jacob Oliver, great 
grandson of Afro-American founder John J. Murphy, recalled that his mother 
and sisters frequently passed to try on clothes in Baltimore department 
stores.118 Similarly, Irene Redfield in Nella Larsen’s Passing (1929) identifies 
as black and occasionally passes as white for “the sake of convenience, 
restaurants, theatre tickets,” and other forms of amusement.119 In one scene, 
Irene visits the white-only restaurant in the Drayton Hotel to find relief from 
the summer heat after a long day of shopping. Occurrences such as these 
compelled several stores to hire watchers to spot African Americans trying 
to pass and violate stores’ strict racial boundaries and to ensure that these 
boundaries were upheld.

Affluent blacks, such as Afro-American publisher Carl Murphy, traveled 
great distances to shop at establishments that provided decent customer ser
vice. Murphy refused to patronize Baltimore department stores and endure 
the humiliations of their discriminatory policies. Instead, he and his family 
regularly traveled north to Philadelphia to shop at Strawbridge & Clothier, 
which did not subject its patrons of color to the humiliations of the final sale 
rule.120 Philadelphia stores, including Wanamaker’s and Strawbridge’s, 
courted African American shoppers; they frequently took out advertisements 
in black newspapers and programs produced by middle-class black organ
izations.121 Lit Brothers hired employees of all backgrounds and appealed to 
a more urban clientele. Other northern stores, such as the Simpson-Crawford 
department store in New York City, permitted their black clientele to try on 
clothes but directed them to do so at the back of the store.122

At one southern establishment, the proprietor made it a point to person-
ally greet his customers—both black and white—by name as they entered 
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the store. The proprietor insisted that his courtesy toward and respect for 
African Americans attributed to his establishment’s popularity among 
blacks. Some southern merchants welcomed African Americans as custom-
ers because they considered them easier to handle than whites. According 
to these men, blacks entered the store knowing precisely what they wanted, 
rarely complained, and seldom made returns. But this should not imply that 
African Americans always left the store as satisfied customers. Black cus-
tomers, aware of “their place,” likely feared the consequences of protest-
ing poor service or returning merchandise. Supporting this point are the 
comments of a shoe department manager in a southern department store. 
He stated: “I’d rather have Negro than white customers, they are so much 
easier satisfied. But if one of them ever gets fresh with me, I’ll crack him 
over the head with a chair.” Another southern establishment, while not 
openly courting African American customers, was more than willing to take 
their money and certainly did not want to lose their business. Such that 
when this store installed a drinking fountain and placed above it a sign 
that read “For White Patrons Only,” it lost so many black patrons that the 
sign was quietly removed.123

In department stores, African American shoppers, like their white 
working-class counterparts, learned the limitations and potentials of the 
consumer sphere. They discovered that, on the most basic level, consump-
tion offered material, physical, and psychological satisfaction and com-
fort. Simply put, it provided African Americans with a taste of the good 
life. Additionally, despite being mistreated and underserved in the retail 
industry, black consumers learned that their dollars were valued and power
ful. Their dollars could undermine, and potentially dismantle, the racist 
structures on which American consumer culture and democracy were 
built and thrived. All together, consumption, department stores, and black 
purchasing power, which were just in their infancy in the first three decades 
of the twentieth century (compared to the civil rights era and thereafter), 
presented blacks with opportunities to imagine what could be. And what 
could be, they decided, was racial equality and economic advancement, 
which they sought to pursue.

The movie It ends in quintessential romantic-comedy fashion: Betty Lou and 
Cyrus Waltham passionately kiss on a yacht, signaling their reconciliation 
after a conflict that derived from a misunderstanding, of course, and Betty 
Lou’s transition from working-class saleswoman to the future wife of a 
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wealthy business owner. Given the romantic ending, the film is aptly set in 
a department store. For the better part of the twentieth century, department 
stores were major sites of not only work but also consumption, an activity 
that celebrated romantic desire, fantasy, and the acquisition of goods and 
services that shaped (or transformed) modern identity. And as subsequent 
chapters will show, they became sites of protest and contested identities as 
a result. These stores presented white workers, like the female protagonist 
in It, with opportunities to reinvent themselves and construct identities 
rooted in whiteness, citizenship, class, and gender. They were spaces where 
white customers, particularly those of the middle and upper classes, had 
their every wish anticipated and fulfilled, their race and class positions 
reaffirmed, and their troubles momentarily escaped. In these spaces, con-
sumers attained some degree of power and freedom, though often fleeting.

African American workers and consumers, too, experienced the trans-
formative effects of department stores. On the one hand, stores obeyed 
Jim Crow tenets and restricted the movement and participation of African 
Americans, deeming them virtually invisible and reaffirming their second-
class citizenship. On the other hand, retailers encouraged black participa-
tion in the democracy of goods and, in the process, empowered African 
Americans to undermine white supremacy and imagine a middle-class life. 
Here, in this ambiguous and contradictory space, black collective action in 
the consumer sphere blossomed and subsequently facilitated the rise and 
shaped the direction of the department store movement specifically and the 
civil rights movement more broadly. These linked movements, as the next 
chapters will show, leveraged the growing black labor and consumer power 
and spotlighted the gross contradictions between the visions of democratic 
plenty for all and the reality of racial discrimination and segregation not 
only in these stores but across the nation. So, perhaps, it is no wonder that 
a department store seamstress named Rosa Parks initiated the Montgomery 
Bus Boycott in another notable site of consumption where blacks and whites 
met and shared a democratic vision, across a deep racial divide.



2	 Before Montgomery
Organizing the Department Store Movement

Just as African Americans had gained a virtual monopoly on department 
store service operations and labor, which, despite being back-breaking, 
menial, and dirty, held the potential for upward mobility, the Great De-
pression weakened their hold on this niche in store functions. The Depres-
sion was a crisis of consumption, in the sense that falling consumer 
demand drove it. Thousands of black men and women found that their jobs 
in department stores as well as in other industries had, as the activist-
educator Nannie Helen Burroughs lamented, “gone to machines, gone to 
white people, or gone out of style” as a result.1 Black store workers were 
dismissed en masse or had their hours and wages severely reduced when 
storeowners endeavored to expand the number and kinds of jobs available 
to whites and to reduce operating costs by eliminating stock handling and 
maintenance jobs. One large department store in Chicago, for example, fired 
most of the black help employed in its laundry department, with the jus-
tification that it “wished to experiment with white help in the depart-
ment.” In 1931, a store in Toledo replaced its black elevator operators and 
stock girls with white women “because they [could] serve as clerks in an 
emergency”; and Richmond retailers fired their black drivers when they 
“discontinued their delivery service and entered into contracts with express 
companies to handle their packages.” Likewise, in 1934, Miller & Rhoads 
department store discharged “forty-five colored girls . . . ​to make room for 
white girls who come out of high school with nothing to do.” And when not 
being displaced, black workers were hired to replace higher-paid whites 
working in semiskilled or unskilled jobs. For example, in early 1930s Newark 
and Pittsburgh, black elevator operators supplanted whites, but at lower 
wages.2

The number of African Americans dismissed from department stores was 
less than those discharged from domestic and industrial jobs, but their 
dismissal was no less significant. For African American store workers, 
termination begot the loss of social status as well as financial instability, 
eliminated any prospect for upward mobility, and diminished black com-
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munities formed at work. Consequently, these assaults on black store work-
ers rippled through the African American community. Blacks working in 
department stores, many believed, was a sign of progress, reflected posi-
tively on the race as a whole, and increased the circulation of black dollars 
in black neighborhoods and institutions. Others believed that the loss of 
these jobs meant that they themselves would never escape drudgework and 
gain “cleaner” employment befitting their education and skill, even if only 
to a small degree. This was particularly important considering that Afri-
can Americans now residing in the North and West were becoming more 
educated. While black children in the South were forcibly discouraged from 
attending school and instead pressured to work in the fields until the crops 
were harvested, in the North and West they were encouraged to attend 
school regularly and for the entire academic year. Moreover, the Great 
Migration attracted the better educated, including southern teachers and 
college students.3 Although some of these migrants stayed only during 
summer months, many permanently relocated.

It is not surprising, then, that the firing of black store workers was met 
with anger and frustration in the larger community. These sentiments 
intensified as the Depression continued to hamper employment prospects 
for African Americans and white merchants ossified their refusal to hire 
blacks for white-collar positions. With their rapid migration out of the rural 
South and expanding presence in the urban marketplace during the first half 
of the twentieth century, African American communities turned their 
frustration into action, adroitly leveraging their growing consumer power 
to advance their socioeconomic condition. (The “Negro Market” and black 
purchasing power had grown to unprecedented levels with the Great Mi-
gration of southern blacks to compact communities in northern cities.) But 
instead of fighting to regain their menial jobs, they organized mass con-
sumer campaigns—the “Don’t Buy Where You Can’t Work” movement and 
later the department store movement—that leveraged black purchasing 
power to secure better jobs in sales and office work. The “Don’t Buy” move-
ment built on an earlier tradition of black consumer boycotts, such as those 
waged against Jim Crow streetcars in the South in the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries.4 The movement encouraged African Ameri-
cans to withhold their dollars from white businesses in urban black neighbor-
hoods, including but not limited to retail establishments, that discriminated 
against workers of color. It also urged blacks to spend their dollars at black-
owned businesses, whose success was expected to translate into new ave
nues for black employment and a separate black economy.
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The department store movement of the 1940s and 1950s was an outgrowth 
of this Depression-era campaign, and it would be shaped by New Deal and 
wartime programs in turn. While it built on the tactics, goals, and momen-
tum of its predecessor, the later movement targeted department stores ex-
clusively. These stores were now not only symbols of American democracy 
and prosperity but also inherently public spaces where all the races, gen-
ders, and classes might confront each other daily, and consequently where 
conflict and its eventual resolution would be most visible. This movement 
employed confrontational protest tactics such as picketing and boycotts 
as well as quiet meetings with and the exertion of subtle pressure on re-
tailers to combat employment and consumer discrimination and demon-
strate how this public sphere, despite being an ostensibly democratizing 
space for white people of different classes and backgrounds, was blatantly 
undemocratic for blacks.

Historians have overwhelmingly argued that the black middle class drove 
the goals and agenda of the “Don’t Buy” movement, and similar conclusions 
might be made about the department store movement, since middle-class 
blacks were its most conspicuous and outspoken leaders. August Meier and 
Elliot Rudwick have insisted that because of this leadership, “Don’t Buy” 
movements were “imbued with a petit bourgeois black business philosophy” 
and “devoted their efforts to securing [white-collar] jobs for blacks in white-
owned firms, yet ideologically they often placed equal or even primary 
emphasis on creating ‘bigger and better Negro business.’ ”5 Similarly, the 
department store movement aimed to place trained and educated African 
Americans in sales and clerical positions, both to prove that whites and 
blacks could work side by side without conflict and to provide an emerging 
new black bourgeoisie with jobs and material goods that conferred status 
and prestige to the individual and the entire community.

The class character of these movements, however, was far more com-
plicated than it might appear on the surface. While the cleavage between 
the working and middle classes lessened during the Depression, the “jobs 
sought were in reality thoroughly working-class, service-sector positions,” 
but they could be secured only by African Americans who were exemplars 
of middle-class respectability. Furthermore, while it is true that some “Don’t 
Buy” leaders focused on black-owned businesses, most participants in this 
movement, as well as those in the department store movement, “saw the 
campaign as an attack on racism in the labor market and on the indignities 
that black customers, many of them working class, suffered at the hands of 
white clerks.”6 As such, both the “Don’t Buy” movement and its department 
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store successor appealed to and mobilized the leadership and participation 
of African Americans from all classes and backgrounds, in support of the 
goal of dismantling the racial and economic barriers that circumscribed all 
black lives, albeit to varying degrees, and uplifting members of the race and 
the race itself. These movements were primarily initiated by and for African 
Americans who aspired to “get ahead” and “live respectable”—characteristics 
that have historically been attributed to those of or seeking to be middle 
class but also shared by members of the working class.7 The “Don’t Buy” 
movement, even more than the department store movement, thus, helped 
solidify middle-class blacks’ class position and facilitated working-class and 
poor blacks’ ascent.

The “Don’t Buy Where You Can’t Work” Movement

As early as 1919, African Americans responded to the loss of occupational 
gains won during the First World War with small, targeted consumer 
boycotts. But it was the Great Depression that aggravated black unem-
ployment and inspired an even more intense and widespread black con-
sumer activism, which came to be known as the “Don’t Buy Where You 
Can’t Work” movement. The movement grew out of African Americans’ 
long-standing grievance that white merchants in segregated black neigh-
borhoods monopolized black retail trade but hired African Americans only 
to perform menial labor. Many retailers insisted that neither white cus-
tomers nor white salespeople would accept black sales and office workers, 
while others insisted that African Americans were not qualified to perform 
white-collar work in any case. Some activists sought to disavow these 
misconceptions, but overall, as the writer Richard Durham noted, the “aim 
was not to obtain a proportionate political representation, nor to break down 
social barriers; it was a much simpler one—to secure the right for Negroes 
to work in the community in which they lived.”8 Simply put, the “Don’t Buy” 
movement aimed to nurture black economic independence and stability.

The movement had its first expression in Chicago in the spring of 1929, 
when Bishop Conshankin, later known as Sufi Abdul Hamid by Harlem 
consumer activists, crafted a new protest strategy to challenge employment 
discrimination in Bronzeville—one that was economic, visual, and con-
frontational. According to one scholar, while this black enclave was re-
puted to have more black-owned businesses than any other place in the 
country, white merchants in the area “monopolized over 90 percent of black 
retail trade, yet with rare exception failed to employ black workers in their 
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establishment outside an occasional janitor or porter.” Conshankin’s strategy 
combined the traditional consumer boycott with picketing and sit-ins to 
draw attention to this injustice, build group morale, and yield quick results. 
It stopped customers from shopping by making crossing a picket line or sit-in 
a public display of race betrayal, while damaging the stores’ sales revenue 
and image.9

Within two months, Conshankin’s movement opened up over three hun-
dred jobs to black Chicagoans and attracted the attention of the racially 
militant newspaper the Chicago Whip. Although the Whip was impressed 
by Conshankin’s protest strategy, it was unwilling to work with the leader, 
because his “unconventional dress, unorthodox religion, abrasive tongue, 
and roughhouse style of picketing (which included an occasional brick 
through a store window)”—the antithesis of black respectability—“was not 
to the liking of the [paper’s] young middle class leaders.” Moreover, his 
“growing popularity with the grassroots unemployed represented a threat 
to the Whip[’s] . . . ​ambition to become the new [spokesman] for black 
Chicago.”10

So, in the summer of 1929, the newspaper, adopting Bishop’s approach, 
organized a community-wide coalition of over two hundred civic, social, 
fraternal, and religious associations and successfully waged campaigns 
with the slogan “Don’t Buy Where You Can’t Work.” The Whip, according 
to editor Joseph D. Bibb, believed that “an impoverished people could get 
little out of politics unless the finances of [the] race could underwrite po
litical campaigns in their districts.” It thus conceived of the “Don’t Buy” 
movement as a means of “get[ting] more money in our districts” and ending 
the “mean, vicious cycle that left us in an anomalous condition.”11

Between 1929 and 1931,12 the Whip’s “Don’t Buy” campaign secured 
thousands of new, mostly white-collar and skilled jobs at five-and-dime 
stores, department stores, grocery stores, movie houses, restaurants, coal 
yards, dairy companies, and public works.13 Notable victories were made at 
Woolworth’s (which hired twenty-one African American girls and women at 
its 51st Street location in October 1930; within one year, 25 percent of all 
female employees at Woolworth’s on the South Side were black), Walgreens, 
and Sears.14 News of this movement’s success captured the attention of 
black America, and before long, the movement spread to cities where black 
southern migrants had settled, creating significant centers of consumer 
power, including Cleveland, Detroit, New York, Washington, D.C., Baltimore, 
Los Angeles, St. Louis, Oakland, and even the southern cities of Richmond 
and Newport News, Virginia.15 All of these job campaigns, although sporadic 
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in nature and ideologically diverse, were nonetheless linked in their rec-
ognition of the importance of the public sphere and the marketplace in 
advancing the black economic condition.16

By the early 1930s, the “Don’t Buy” movement was aided further by the 
New Deal—a series of programs implemented by President Franklin D. Roo
sevelt’s administration that sought to resuscitate the economy by vindicat-
ing the rights of labor and legitimating labor organizing by way of the 
National Industrial Recovery Act in 1933 and the National Labor Relations 
Act in 1935. These acts effectively made consumption a political project by 
encouraging and empowering American consumers to spend. Informed 
by Keynesian economics, the New Deal sought to remedy the economic 
downturn by injecting money back into the economy. The “government . . . ​
play[ed] a major role in fueling aggregate demand—through such strate-
gies as job programs, public works, [and] progressive tax policies—and 
thereby raise[d] the level of production and employment,” according to 
historian Lizabeth Cohen. “The Keynesian revolution,” she concludes, 
made “consumers . . . ​[responsible] for high productivity and full employ-
ment, whereas a decade earlier that role had uncontestedly belonged to 
producers.”17

The “Don’t Buy” movement has been credited with integrating white-
collar work in department stores in black communities. And it certainly 
did. But these neighborhood stores were neither distinct nor special, as they 
often resembled five-and-dime stores rather than the grand emporiums that 
marked downtown retail scenes. They fit the classification of department 
store only in the broadest sense, maintaining a variety of departments where 
they sold apparel and accessories for the entire family, home furnishings, 
appliances, and even groceries. Because they catered to African Americans 
of all classes, and not just middle- and upper-class whites, the neighborhood 
stores often lacked the grandness and glamour that characterized their 
downtown counterparts. They were simply among the many white-owned 
retail establishments that profited from black dollars while refusing to hire 
black clerks.

Nevertheless, in the economic crisis of the 1930s, department stores 
became ideal sites of protests. Stores in virtually all locations struggled to 
get customers to spend money, while trying to “[uphold] their image of 
bastions of luxury.” They tried numerous tactics to counter declining sales 
and profits: they increased expenditure on advertising and promotional 
schemes, modernized and expanded facilities, standardized operations 
and cut payrolls, lowered prices, and “stud[ied] their markets and [made] 
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preliminary adaptions to suburbanization and the automobile.” Addition-
ally, historian Vicki Howard theorizes, “it must have seemed even more 
imperative to satisfy those willing and able to spend money and maintain 
customer loyalty. This could mean taking a large step to overturn structural 
inequality through reform of hiring practices, or it could be as minor as 
changing personal behavior.”18

One of the “Don’t Buy” movement’s most publicized department store 
initiatives involved Kaufman’s Department Store in Washington, D.C. In 
December 1933, after a successful boycott that forced the white-owned 
Hamburger Grill to rehire three black workers who had been replaced by 
whites, the New Negro Alliance (NNA) had set its sights on Kaufman’s at 
1316 7th Street N.W. The NNA was a newly formed organization of “young, 
college-educated blacks dissatisfied with the listless performance of es-
tablished civil rights groups during the Depression.”19 During the Christ-
mas shopping season, the organization picketed the storefront for nine hours 
each day, reducing trade by one-third. Seeking to halt the demonstration, 
store owner Harry Kaufman secured a temporary injunction on Decem-
ber 20 that prohibited the NNA’s picketing. However, no sooner than the 
court order was issued than the white Young People’s Socialist League 
(YPSL) and the League for Industrial Democracy (LID) replaced the NNA 
protesters, carrying signs that read “Negroes do not buy where you cannot 
work” and “Jobs, Jobs, Jobs.” Kaufman immediately returned to court and 
had the injunction amended to restrain the NNA from “conspiring with, aid-
ing or abetting” the YPSL and LID.20

In early January 1934, Kaufman sought a permanent injunction. Standing 
before the U.S. District Court for Washington, D.C., he tapped into white 
fears about integration and charged that the NNA insisted that he dismiss 
“many” of his white employees and hire “alliance-chosen” black workers. 
The NNA, he further testified, also demanded that the department store 
“place behind its sales counter colored and white employees working side 
by side, without regard to the natural and inevitable result of such a situ-
ation.” But as the historian Paul Moreno notes, Kaufman “exaggerated” the 
scope of the NNA’s demands. The NNA only wanted the retailer to “return in 
employment to the black community what it took in revenue,” which it 
understood would challenge segregation and produce an integrated work-
force. However, the organization never demanded “a specific percentage 
or quota for black employment”; in fact, it deliberately tried to “[avoid] the 
contentious tactic of 50 or 100 percent demands and the displacement of 
incumbent white workers.”21
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While Kaufman appealed to the court on the basis of a threat to the 
existing racial order, the NNA tackled the injunction from a different angle: 
it argued that its campaign and tactics were legal and legitimate. NNA 
attorneys Belford V. Lawson, Thelma D. Ackiss, and William Henry Hastie 
contended that race discrimination was an assault on organized labor and 
therefore the Kaufman demonstration was inherently a “labor dispute” as 
defined and protected under the Norris-LaGuardia Anti-Injunction Act of 
1932. The Norris-LaGuardia Act broadly defined a “labor dispute” as “any 
controversy concerning terms or conditions of employment . . . ​regardless 
of whether or not the disputants stand in the proximate relation of employer 
and employee.”22 To this, Kaufman’s attorney cited legal cases settled before 
the passage of the Norris-LaGuardia Act and argued that employer-employee 
relationships did not exist between the NNA and the retailer.23 In the end, 
the court sided with Kaufman and issued a permanent injunction in early 
January 1934. The NNA asked the District of Columbia Court of Appeals to 
review the decision but it declined.24

Over the next few years, the NNA continued to picket stores and had some 
success. But race discrimination continued at Kaufman’s until the U.S. 
Supreme Court’s 1938 New Negro Alliance v. Sanitary Grocery Company 
decision. That verdict expanded the legal definition of “labor dispute” to 
include conflicts involving race and color discrimination in employment. It 
not only endorsed but also reinvigorated black consumer protests in 
American cities.25 Almost immediately thereafter, many white retailers 
became more willing to compromise with civil rights activists rather than 
be subjected to disruptive boycotts and picket lines. Kaufman’s Department 
Store hired two African American clerks but, to the dismay of the NNA, 
required that they also perform the menial tasks of “[relieving] the elevator 
operator and pressing articles for the window display.” As a result, the 
organization renewed its pressure in an effort to end such employment 
discrimination. Subsequently, in 1939, Kaufman’s promised to hire an Af-
rican American man as a shipping clerk. Other stores on 7th Street, in-
cluding Leventhal’s and Oxenburg’s department stores, also began using 
black clerks in 1938 and 1939. By 1940, according to the NNA, every store 
located within this business district employed at least one African Ameri-
can clerk.26

But who were these black pioneers who integrated the District’s sales 
forces? Existing historical employment records do not reveal their identi-
ties, but the composition of the city’s black population provides some in-
sight. Washington’s African American community was highly educated 
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and accomplished: in 1930 it included 273 ecclesiastics, 95 college profes-
sors, 303 teachers, 191 physicians, 98 lawyers, and 173 trained nurses. Other 
evidence suggests the likelihood that some of these individuals were unable 
to pursue the professional work for which they were trained because of dis-
criminatory hiring practices, while others were the offspring of these black 
professionals and desired white-collar work that matched their and their 
family’s education and position.27

An examination of the alliance membership also suggests that those 
hired as salesmen and saleswomen were college bound or college edu-
cated. The NNA invited all Washingtonians of color, regardless of class and 
color distinction, to participate, but it was, in essence, an organization of 
upper- and middle-class African Americans. Some of its early members 
included attorneys Belford Lawson, William H. Hastie (a future federal 
judge), Charles Houston (who led early desegregation efforts that led to the 
Brown v. Board of Education decision), and Robert Weaver (a future federal 
cabinet secretary for housing and urban development); Howard University 
faculty members Jesse W. Lewis and Howard Naylor Fitzhugh; and local 
businessmen Eugene Davidson and R. Grayson McGuire Jr. Other support-
ers came from the black church, the African American–owned newspaper 
Washington Tribune, prominent black Washingtonians and national leaders, 
local homemakers, black fraternities and sororities, and small community 
groups. Another notable backer was the D.C. branch of the National Asso-
ciation for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), although it re-
fused to sanction picketing or actively cooperate.28

Not all black Washingtonians supported the NNA or the D.C. “Don’t Buy” 
movement, however. During the NNA’s early years, Howard University 
professors Ralph Bunche and Abram L. Harris chastised the organization 
“for a narrow ‘radicalism’ and a failure to understand that the race’s eco-
nomic salvation lay in an alliance with white labor”; they demanded its 
immediate dissolution. The organization responded by modifying its ide-
ology: it denied that its primary interest was to create a black capitalist 
class, abandoned its ideas of creating a separate black economy, and em-
braced instead the goal of integrating African Americans into the econ-
omy. The NNA also set out to cultivate working alliances with local unions 
and white socialist groups.29

The alliance also sometimes had difficulty obtaining the support of rank-
and-file members of Washington’s black community. Harold Lewis, a pro-
fessor at Howard University, once recounted that while collecting petition 
signatures against a downtown department store he encountered an African 
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American woman who refused to back the movement. Her reasons were 
not ideological but rather practical and self-serving. “No, indeed,” she 
exclaimed, “I’m not going to sign any petition. They are the only ones that 
sell the type of shoe I wear.”30 This woman’s refusal to participate likely 
reflected the opinion of others. Perhaps this woman viewed the campaign 
as being of no personal benefit. Maybe she was of the lower class and rec-
ognized that she would not be hired as a sales or clerical worker at any of 
the retail establishments along 7th Street. Or possibly she was of the middle 
class and, like some Howard University faculty members, believed that the 
D.C., “Don’t Buy” movement would alienate white Americans already sup-
porting black advancement. In any event, she, among others, was not will-
ing to prioritize this struggle over the immediate gratification received 
from the purchase of a wanted or needed item.

While the NNA’s Kaufman Department Store campaign helped legalize 
the “Don’t Buy” movement and its tactics, the 1934 Blumstein’s Department 
Store boycott in Harlem is arguably the most notable “Don’t Buy” depart-
ment store protest. The first incarnation of the “Don’t Buy” movement in 
Harlem ended as quickly as it began. In 1932, Sufi Abdul Hamid, formerly 
Bishop Conshankin, journeyed to New York after the disintegration of his 
Chicago movement, having started a similar one in Baltimore, Maryland, 
and organizing the black nationalist Negro Industrial and Clerical Alli-
ance. The alliance was a diverse group “made up of unemployed high 
school and college youths, relief recipients, some hustlers, and people who 
did not have anything else to do,” all of whom were committed to ending 
job discrimination in Harlem.31 One of the alliance’s first targets was 
F. W. Woolworth Company on 125th Street, a campaign that soon proved 
unsuccessful. According to August Meier and Elliot Rudwick, the Wool-
worth boycott was “generally ignored by the New York black weeklies 
and enjoy[ed] little support” and “disintegrated after four months when 
the police discouraged further demonstrations by arresting Hamid and 
fourteen followers.”32

In 1934, the Harlem movement resurfaced and waged a successful 
campaign against Blumstein’s Department Store at 230 West 125th Street, 
the largest department store in Harlem. The reemergence of Harlem’s “Don’t 
Buy” movement was not spontaneous; rather, it was the culmination of years 
of black resistance. During the 1920s, the Amsterdam News, the New York 
Urban League (NYUL), the NAACP, and the Harlem branch of the State 
Employment Service fought to increase the number of local jobs available 
to African Americans through quiet negotiations. This approach was not 
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enough to persuade merchants, however. In 1931, the Harlem Housewives 
League, a black bourgeois organization that claimed a membership of over 
1,000 women, visited with white merchants and requested that they hire 
African Americans proportionate to black patronage. In Harlem, whites 
owned 83 percent of the 1,200 stores, 59 percent of which employed only 
whites, and 24 percent of which employed blacks but only in menial posi-
tions.33 Blumstein’s eventually hired an African American doorman and ele
vator operator—although it is unclear whether it was the direct result of 
the Housewives’ demands. Nevertheless, the Housewives League expressed 
its gratitude to the owner “for this recognition of the purchasing power of 
Negroes.”34

These early initiatives were often unconcerned with the specific position 
or level of responsibility assigned to black workers. They were simply 
concerned with securing as many jobs for blacks as possible. The House
wives League’s gratitude that Blumstein’s hired black menial workers is just 
one example of this disposition. In the autumn of 1932, the Wanamaker 
Department Store in Philadelphia also hired black elevator operators to the 
applause of the Philadelphia Tribune, the local black newspaper and future 
leader in the city’s “Don’t Buy” movement: “Ordinarily, it is not a subject 
for a holiday when Negroes, or anybody else for that matter are employed 
as elevator operators; but in these times when as small a financial matter 
as three dollars a week often stands between wolf and starvation and some 
man’s family, any kind of job is worthy of notice.” Further, the paper noted, 
“when most white firms seem prone to disregard entirely the Negro trade 
they enjoy and dismiss Negroes without any logical reason, it is indeed 
refreshing to notice that at Wanamaker’s the old traditions of the founder 
are in full swing.”35

African Americans’ demand for and acceptance of low-level retail work 
reveals their willingness to embrace any work, even the most menial, to 
meet their family’s needs, their recognition of employment discrimination, 
and their belief that they lacked the resources or power to wage a successful 
battle for more prestigious jobs during the economic depression. It also 
suggests, however, that operating elevators or manning doors was not 
all bad. These positions were similar to that of Pullman Porters (African 
American men hired to work as porters on the sleeping cars for the Pullman 
Rail Car Company). They provided a steady income, were clean jobs (mean-
ing that they did not involve manual labor), and could offer the trappings 
of middle-class respectability.
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But Harlem’s black elite, in particular, remained unsatisfied, as they were 
eager to secure status jobs in sales for themselves and their children. So, in 
February 1934, the newly formed Harlem Women’s Association, a group of 
middle- and upper-class black women, set out to “determine in dollars and 
cents the amount of patronage given white stores on West 125th Street by 
Negroes” and to persuade store owners to hire African Americans.36 With 
the assistance of Reverend John H. Johnson of the Saint Martin’s Episcopal 
Church, the association subsequently formed the Citizens’ League for Fair 
Play (CLFP).37 The CLFP was a broad-based coalition of eighteen churches 
and forty-four of Harlem’s political, social, religious, and business groups. 
These groups included the New York Age, the Unity Democratic Club, the 
Fusion-Republican Club, the Cosmopolitan Social and Tennis Club, Young 
West Indian Congress, Premier Literary Circle, and the New York Chapter 
of the Universal Negro Improvement Association (UNIA). Individual 
members included Fred Moore, editor of the New York Age; Ira Kemp, presi-
dent of the African Patriotic League; Arthur Reid, a Garveyite from Barba-
dos; Arthur A. Schomberg, curator of the New York Public Library’s Negro 
Division; Reverend William Lloyd Imes of St. James Presbyterian Church; 
Attorney William Pickens, son of an NAACP executive; Florence Richard-
son, representing Harlem actors; and Bessy Bearden, a prominent social 
chronicler of Harlem’s elite.38 Hamid and his alliance never joined the 
CLFP. Their antiwhite slogans, black separatist ideology, and abrasive 
tactics had once again alienated those who wanted a “respectable” jobs 
campaign; as a result, Hamid and his alliance worked in tandem with but 
separate from the CLFP.

The CLFP was an organization with a range of individuals and groups 
that held differing political views; for example, some held nationalist po
litical beliefs, while others advocated for integration. While these differ-
ences threatened conflict, everyone involved agreed that black employment 
was the primary goal and decided that Blumstein’s Department Store should 
be their first target. In June 1934, the CLFP approached store owner Louis 
Blumstein and asked him to hire African American sales clerks. They pre-
sented him with receipts totaling $5,000, likely the result of the Harlem 
Women’s Association survey, to remind him of the volume of black patron-
age, hoping to “convince [him] . . . ​to cooperate with the community in 
[the] crisis of depression and employ some of the jobless educated Negroes.” 
He replied that he was already cooperating, as he had employed African 
Americans in menial positions and often made charitable contributions to 
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the National Urban League (NUL). When activists pressed, however, Blum-
stein promised to consider hiring African Americans as sales clerks in 
the fall—the season when sales positions typically became available—but 
added that he currently had no need for any salesmen or saleswomen.39

Displeased, the CLFP adopted Hamid’s approach and began picketing and 
boycotting Blumstein’s. “Between 400 and 1,500 [Harlemites] attended any 
given weekly CLFP meeting, and the ‘honor roll’ of picketers included 58 
men and 83 women who marched regularly,” carrying “Don’t Buy Where 
You Can’t Work” signs and handing out leaflets that beseeched “all self-
respecting people of Harlem” to support the campaign and take their 
business elsewhere.40 Generally, picketers were respectful, peaceful, and 
orderly—the embodiment of a “respectable” job campaign. But some also 
embraced Hamid’s more aggressive and intimidating tactics. One picketer 
recalled: “Half a dozen of us would watch for coloured shoppers coming out 
[of ] Blumstein’s, trail them to the corner, [taking and] destroying their 
purchases, and slap them around a little to teach them national pride. I 
suppose it was a bit gangsterism, but we lived in a gangster age.” Other 
disreputable tactics included shouting derogatory remarks, dragging patrons 
out of the store by their hair, and photographing black shoppers coming out 
of Blumstein’s and publishing their betrayal on the front page of the New 
York Age.41

By June, nearby retailers H.  C.  F. Koch Department Store and F.  W. 
Woolworth and Company hired “some sixty” and thirty-five black sales 
workers, respectively, after witnessing the direction of the Harlem 
“Don’t Buy” movement and fearing that they would be targeted next.42 A 
couple of months later, in early August, Blumstein’s finally capitulated and 
agreed to “take on fifteen” African Americans as clerks “between now and 
August 15th and twenty more in September.”43 Extant records suggest that 
the majority of these new hires were black women—which is not surprising 
given that department stores were woman-centric sites, that women played 
prominent roles in job boycotts, and that movement leaders envisioned 
young black women to be “the solution to the problem of employment 
discrimination.”44 Lizabeth Cohen notes, “Black female consumer activists 
of the 1930s [were] neither more black nor more female in their loyalties; 
they blended both. Feminist hopes for securing good salesclerk jobs for 
women and demonstrating female political solidarity were inseparable from 
the effort to improve working and living conditions for the race through 
‘direct spending.’ ”45 Securing employment as a department store clerk, 
however, was sometimes complicated. On the one hand, it was exponentially 
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better than “dirty” and low-paying domestic work (during the Depression, 
domestic servants earned anywhere from fifty cents a day to three dollars 
per week)46 and more acceptable and reflective of an individual’s intellectual 
abilities and skills. On the other hand, as one historian noted, clerking “was 
[not] entirely edifying or interesting”; instead, it was often “tedious and 
monotonous.”47

Only a certain class and type of black woman was placed in these jobs, 
however. As writer and poet Claude McKay observed, “The girl breaking 
into [this work] may be a Harlem debutante. She is sure to belong to a pro-
fessional family that looks askance at organized labor.”48 In other words, 
only the “best” women—those deemed to be exemplars of black respecta-
bility by movement leaders—were chosen to integrate department stores 
and represent and advance the race. These women were of the middle and 
upper classes, high school or college graduates, and active in the black 
freedom struggle but not involved in disruptive protest activities. (All of 
this is particularly striking given that white saleswomen typically hailed 
from the working class and held at most a high school diploma.)

The “best” hires also were those who conformed to European standards 
of beauty. In the autumn of 1934, a photograph of Blumstein’s new sales 
workers—all of whom appeared to be white—was published in several black 
newspapers (figure 5). The Baltimore Afro-American commented, “Only a 
few girls can be distinguished as being colored. They are called ‘pinks’ and 

FIGURE 5 ​“Negro Staff at Blumstein’s,” New York Amsterdam News (1922–1938), 
September 15, 1934.
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what a stir they have created! Not even the beautiful brown-skinned girls 
were included in the set-up.”49 The alliance’s black nationalists—specifically 
Kemp, Reid, and Henry Veal—forcefully protested. They argued that darker-
skinned black women had “actually done the picket work and made the 
openings,” but only lighter-complexioned women reaped the benefits.50 
Kemp and Reid also accused Fred Moore of the New York Age of being the 
“ringleader of a group aiming at the exclusion of dark skinned Negro girls 
from employment opportunities in the shopping area of West 125th Street” 
and surmised that Moore and several other Leaguers handpicked the women 
hired by the department store. Moore and the CLFP vehemently disputed 
these charges, and even accused Kemp and Reid of discriminating against 
light-skinned and mulatto women.51 But it turns out that Kemp and Reid 
may have been correct. More than thirty years after the Blumstein protest, 
in 1966, alliance leader Reverend Johnson confessed “that some members 
unofficially may have given Blumstein a list of names, but only as individu-
als, not as League members.”52

Intraracial color discrimination underscores the role of class in the 
“Don’t Buy” movements. Historically, skin color was a marker of economic 
and social status in the African American community.53 Before the First 
Great Migration, the black class structure was largely divided into two 
groups: the old bourgeois and the working class. The old bourgeois was a 
small, educated class of professionals and businessmen tied to white patron-
age, often of white ancestry, and patrons of a lifestyle that imitated the 
tastes and values of upper- and middle-class whites. The black working class, 
however, comprised a broad array of laborers in agriculture and domestic 
and personal service, along with a small group of industrial workers. As 
African American southerners relocated en masse to the urban, industrial 
North in the early twentieth century, the black class structure was trans-
formed. Although still based on achievement and respectability, black class 
status now depended much less on kinship or other contact with whites and 
was increasingly defined by the reinforcement and strengthening of ra-
cial boundaries formed by Jim Crow. Black class structure now consisted 
of a new bourgeois elite of small business owners and professionals of all 
complexions who earned their living catering to burgeoning, segregated 
black communities, followed by an extremely small stratum of artisans, 
public service employees, better-paid domestic and personal service em-
ployees such as headwaiters and porters, and a working class of common 
laborers and domestic and service workers.54
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By the 1934 “Don’t Buy” campaign, the black bourgeois in Harlem was 
more diverse but remained largely governed by its forefathers. The long-
standing members of this privileged class were concerned that they and 
their offspring were often unable to secure employment appropriate to their 
high levels of education, ancestry, and class—coincidentally, all qualifi-
cations needed to secure white-collar work. This problem reached new 
proportions as the ranks of the black bourgeois grew between 1910 and 
1930. But, as one scholar of black Philadelphia has argued, black newcomers 
from the rural South—from small entrepreneurs, especially those who 
earned their living by engaging the “underworld” to manual laborers—
often lacked the education and respectability needed to compete for posi-
tions of responsibility in an urban economy and, even worse, in a depressed 
economy.55

These color and class dynamics certainly do not excuse the CLFP’s color 
prejudice, but they explain the favoring of light-skinned and elite blacks for 
retail jobs by protest leaders drawn largely from that class. Further, because 
of this preferential treatment, an incalculable number of dark-skinned and 
middle- and working-class African Americans were relegated to perform the 
unskilled retail work abandoned by their light-skinned bourgeois counter
parts. The Harlem “Don’t Buy” movement, thus, facilitated the socio
economic ascension of educated and respectable New York blacks.

Color and class issues, as well as power struggles for control over the jobs 
campaign, eventually split the CLFP. The decisive blow was the New York 
Supreme Court’s ruling in A. S. Beck Shoe Corp v. Johnson (1934) that the 
picketing was illegal, since it was “solely a racial dispute, born of the under
standable desire on the part of some of the Negroes in this community that 
the stores in the neighborhood where they spend their money should em-
ploy a percentage of Negro help.”56 Not long thereafter, in early 1935, this 
incarnation of the Harlem “Don’t Buy” movement effectively ended.

Worse yet, without the tactic of picketing and the disintegration of the 
CLFP, some of the movement’s most hard-won triumphs disappeared. 
Blumstein’s kept the first fifteen black women on staff but never hired the 
promised twenty in the fall of 1934. Koch’s Department Store, which claimed 
sixty black sales workers in June 1934, employed only fifty-seven African 
Americans as salesclerks, stock clerks, porters, and elevator operators in 
August. Other 125th Street stores that had agreed to hire blacks reneged. 
And by early 1935, half of all African Americans who had won clerical jobs 
the previous year had been laid off.57
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The collapse of the movement, coupled with mounting anger and frus-
trations about racial discrimination in the marketplace, came to a head in 
March  1935 when a sixteen-year-old black Puerto Rican boy was caught 
shoplifting a cheap penknife from S.  H. Kress Five and Dime store on 
125th Street. Rumor spread that the child was brutally beaten and killed, 
sparking a full-scale riot where approximately 10,000 people looted white-
owned businesses on 125th Street, while sparing black-owned stores and 
white-owned stores that employed African Americans.58

Despite this brief detour from organized consumer activism, civil rights 
and labor organizations continued to push for jobs over the next three years, 
albeit acting separately. Black nationalist groups like the Harlem Labor 
Union and the Negro Industrial Clerical Alliance “turned the drive for black 
jobs increasingly into an explicitly anti-white campaign, often targeting 
particular white ethnic groups.” The NYUL and the NAACP focused on liti-
gation, letter writing, and quiet pressure to win jobs, while the Communist 
Party encouraged black and white working-class unity by demanding the 
hiring of blacks (without the firing of whites) at large chain stores and public 
utilities “rather than small family stores where racial antagonism might 
intensify and undermine class unity.” These groups, however, won only 
small victories.59

The Harlem “Don’t Buy” movement fully resurged in 1938 when the New 
Negro Alliance court ruling legalized the use of picketing to protest em-
ployment discrimination and Adam Clayton Powell Jr. and William Imes 
formed the broad-based Greater New York Coordinating Committee. The 
committee involved over 200 organizations and 170,000 members—over 
three times the number of the CLFP—and embraced the goals and tactics 
of nationalist and integrationist job efforts. The committee was similar to 
the CLFP in two particular ways: first, the committee was made up of 
educated and skilled members of the black middle class who provided much 
of its energy, strength, and political motivation and sought to open work 
commensurate with their qualifications and status; and second, the com-
mittee’s movement was a mass movement of domestics, laborers, and ser
vice workers. Because of its broad approach and participation, the Greater 
New York Coordinating Committee succeeded in expanding work oppor-
tunities for African Americans in white-owned stores and New York public 
utilities, without displacing whites or undermining labor unions. Some of 
its victories included the placement of black nonmenial workers at A&P, 
Consolidated Edison, New York Telephone Company, the World’s Fair 
Corporation, and every large store on 125th Street.60
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As Harlem’s “Don’t Buy” movement regained its momentum, the Brook-
lyn movement was one year into its own rebirth. During the Christmas 
season of 1938, the Brooklyn YWCA, under the leadership of Anna Arnold 
Hedgeman, sent black female college students to apply for sales clerkships 
at borough department stores, hoping to persuade store officials to hire one 
or more blacks in positions traditionally reserved for whites. But officials 
refused. She then invited the young women to recount their experiences to 
the predominantly white Race Relations Committee of the Federation of 
Protest Churches in New York City. Standing “so poised” before the crowd, 
the women expressed their disappointment and frustration that, despite 
their preparation and qualifications, managers wanted to hire them only 
as maids. As the women spoke, the audience wept. “When they had finished 
their accounts of their visits,” Hedgeman recalled, “there wasn’t a dry eye 
in the room.” The Race Relations Committee subsequently joined the Brook-
lyn campaign and sent a mixed-race delegation of churchwomen to lobby 
store management. When these visits did not produce the desired results, 
the churchwomen elected to employ their consumer power. The women, 
many of whom held large charge accounts, withheld their patronage from 
local stores and penned on their monthly bills: “We expect to see Negro 
clerks among the other clerks in our stores. As Christians we must patronize 
those stores which respect all human beings.” The Brooklyn YWCA also 
received the support of the local Urban League and the NAACP. As a result, 
Abraham and Strauss, A.I. Namm and Sons, and Loeser’s & Company, 
among others, hired black saleswomen.61

The Brooklyn movement may not have garnered as much attention, either 
contemporarily or scholarly, as other economic campaigns of the 1930s. 
Nevertheless, this movement is noteworthy for (1) its strong attention to 
department stores and (2) that it foreshadows the next direction of African 
American worker and consumer protests in its targets, timing (the holiday 
shopping season repeatedly proved to be a ripe time to pressure stores), 
gender dimensions, and in its ability to forge biracial alliances and leverage 
the powers of multiple civil rights and labor organizations to open the job 
market to African Americans.

The Second World War and the Emergence of the  
Department Store Movement

The “Don’t Buy” movement succeeded in creating thousands of white-collar 
and skilled jobs for African Americans in businesses located in urban black 
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neighborhoods, but its results were limited nonetheless because those 
businesses were unable to accommodate everyone in need of work, while 
the movement’s ebbs and flows restricted its far-reaching potential. Con-
sequently, the “Don’t Buy” movement failed to substantially change the 
nature and character of America’s labor force; the country remained largely 
segregated, and thousands of blacks remained un- or underemployed. In 
1940, approximately 60  percent of African American women remained 
confined in domestic service, and an estimated 38  percent of African 
American men were employed as craft and kindred workers, operatives, and 
nonfarm laborers. A mere 6 percent of black workers labored in white-collar 
jobs, 2 percent of whom were in sales, clerical, and kindred positions.62

The department store movement, however, improved the situation, 
doubling the percentage of African Americans in white-collar occupations 
and almost quadrupling those in sales and clerical work by 1960.63 The 
movement matured during the Second World War, as the global conflict 
created the conditions needed to expand African American job opportuni-
ties and integrate workplaces.64 First, the federal government “moved 
consumption into the civil realm” and assumed a stronger role in regulating 
private transactions between consumers and retailers via price stabilization 
and consumer protection.65 However, as blacks “enthusiastically” supported 
price and rent controls and rationing, “blatant inequit[ies] in the imple-
mentation and enforcement of OPA [Office of Price Administration] regu-
lations” and persisting segregation and discrimination in the marketplace 
“left African Americans frustrated at the denial of their rightful protection 
and participation, as American citizens,” and simultaneously provided 
firmer grounds on which to demand first-class citizenship.66

Second, the NUL, the NAACP, and other civil rights organizations became 
more mindful of the needs of working-class blacks, as a result of “criticism 
and competition from black radicals” and the burgeoning power of the 
Congress of Industrial Organizations and affiliated labor unions in the 1930s 
and 1940s, mobilization for World War II, and the growing and formidable 
presence of working blacks in their ranks.67 They launched merit-hiring 
campaigns that built on the successes and limitations of the “Don’t Buy” 
movement and capitalized on the country’s need for all labor to support the 
war and on African Americans’ increasing political and economic strength. 
Merit-hiring campaigns sought to place respectable blacks in visible and 
skilled jobs and divest whites of their racial prejudices using consumer 
activism, negotiation, and protest. The NAACP also challenged discrimi-
nation in employment and unions in the courts; the majority of these 
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cases concerned the boilermakers and railroad unions, and other com-
plaints involving defense industries. Discrimination in the retail indus-
try, however, was almost entirely fought via merit-hiring campaigns.68

Third, the expansion of industry and production, and the simultaneous 
loss of white workers due to the wartime draft, produced a need for black 
workers in the federal government, factories, stores, and other enterprises. 
And finally, biracial civil rights advocacy, especially that of A. Philip 
Randolph, whose efforts led to the issuance of Executive Order 8802 and 
the formation of the Fair Employment Practices Commission (FEPC) in 1941, 
spotlighted racist conditions and provided the legal and cultural basis for 
nondiscrimination in the workforce.

In this milieu, the NUL and the NAACP fixed their attention on down-
town department stores, not simply those located in black enclaves that 
had been targeted by the “Don’t Buy” movement. Downtown department 
stores, they understood, “were central to the social and economic life of 
cities and towns” and thus were ideal places to display the “best” members 
of the race to a large audience of whites on a daily basis.69 Activists also 
believed that the nation’s most recent troubles, specifically the war, im-
pacted department stores in ways that primed them to accept African 
Americans in positions of responsibility. Department stores underwent 
numerous changes to weather the economic and wartime crises of the 1930s 
and 1940s. They cut back and consolidated services, extended credit to 
more shoppers to improve sales, eliminated tearooms and opened less ex-
pensive, more profitable lunch counters—the sites of future civil rights 
activism—and successfully lobbied the federal government to make the 
fourth Thursday of November the official observance of Thanksgiving, 
thereby extending the Christmas shopping season by one week.

After the war broke out, department store workforces changed in size, 
in composition, and with regard to their responsibilities. Retailers, many 
of whom had laid off workers to survive the Depression, experienced an 
exodus of white workers: white male workers were drafted into the armed 
forces, while white female workers abandoned their department store jobs 
for higher-paying skilled jobs in the defense industries. This labor drain 
compelled retailers to embrace self-service retailing (a model that was on 
the fringes during the 1930s), whereby customers wandered unassisted 
through store aisles and open displays to identify desired merchandise with 
little or no assistance from salespeople. Mass production and the standard-
ization of merchandise, along with innovations in advertising and market-
ing, complemented this new method of retailing and educated customers 
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on goods sold in department stores, making skilled and knowledgeable 
sales workers increasingly superfluous. Selling, thus, became less of an art 
or skill and came to resemble the more mundane and mechanized work of 
cashiering.70

Wartime personnel shortages, coupled with a desire to show wartime 
patriotism and the Double V campaign (an African American initiative that 
spotlighted the contradictions between American domestic and foreign 
policies on the issues of democracy and political freedoms), compelled store 
managements to reexamine the racialized organization of their labor forces. 
As a result, some retailers promoted African Americans to now de-skilled 
but still visible positions: Thalhimers in Richmond upgraded Mary Johnson 
from maid to hospital attendant and Hazel Harris and Grace Bradley from 
maids to elevator operators, while African Americans prevailed in elevator 
operating and tearoom waitressing by 1944; in Philadelphia, Wanamaker’s 
began employing black women as stock clerks, wrappers, and cashiers—
positions that placed them on the selling floor and in contact with custom-
ers; and, in Harlem, Blumstein’s set a precedent when it hired Miriam 
Andrews as its window trimmer in 1944, becoming what many believed was 
“the only Negro window trimmer working in a big store in the country.”71

Major department stores in New York, Boston, and Hartford went further 
and promoted African Americans to sales and clerical occupations. At G. 
Fox Company in Hartford, store president Beatrice Fox Auerbach was 
committed to employee advancement and believed in-store training pro-
grams and promotions from within would help meet this end. Her phi-
losophy, however, was not exclusive to white workers. So, in 1942, G. Fox 
began employing black executives and sales workers. Three years later, as 
black employment expanded, the store hired Anaretha Shaw to manage its 
personnel of color, although Shaw resigned after just two years to tend to 
her family.72 Sarah Murphy, a former Women’s Army Corps member and 
graduate of New York University’s personnel administration program, then 
assumed the position. In addition to her personnel duties, and after excelling 
in her retail sales training, Murphy was assigned to the lingerie department. 
Her assignment to this department was particularly important, as it was 
“a heavy sales department” that typically excluded African Americans. 
Traditionally, whites objected to African Americans, whom they regarded 
as unclean and diseased, handling their intimate clothing. Shaw and 
Murphy, however, were not anomalies: a black woman who started as an 
inspector wrapper in the children’s clothing department in 1942 was pro-
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moted to head of stock in this department after several years of strong per
formance.73

The adoption of merit hiring at G. Fox Company occurred without protest 
or much agitation.74 The same, however, cannot be said of most American 
department stores. The Philadelphia Youth Council confronted race dis-
crimination at Oppenheim and Collins’s department store in 1941.75 In New 
York City in 1942, the NUL, the United Retail, Wholesale, and Depart-
ment Store Employees’ Union (URWDSEU), and other civil rights and labor 
organizations pressured Macy’s, Gimbels, Bloomingdales, and other Man-
hattan department stores to hire black sales and office workers.76 Their 
campaign was most influential at Macy’s Herald Square—where, by 
July  1946, it employed twenty-five African American saleswomen, fifty 
black clerical workers, and an African American personnel executive.77 
(It also is likely that the campaign found success here because the Jewish 
American Straus family owned Macy’s, and, with the rise of Nazism, Jews 
publicly condemned bigotry and committed themselves to working with 
blacks and other allies to end discrimination.) The black press celebrated 
this accomplishment and paid special attention to the hiring of Lemuel L. 
Foster as the assistant to the director of executive placement and review. 
The press (and Foster himself) heavily credited Foster’s achievements, not 
civil rights activism, for his appointment, hoping that other stores and 
businesses would take notice, overcome their fear of and resistance to 
integration, and follow suit. Foster was qualified, if not overqualified, for 
his new position. Born in Meridian, Mississippi, Foster was a Fisk University 
alumnus with over twenty years of relevant work experience: he sold in-
surance at Lincoln Reserve Life Insurance Company, directed the New 
York branch of Victory Life’s Insurance Company, worked as race relations 
director of the Works Progress Administration in New York, and later served 
as the race relations officer in the Industrial Personnel Division of Army 
Service Forces. His credentials certainly made him a “quality” and “better 
class of applicant,” but his appointment would not have been possible 
without protest and agitation.78

In Boston, as a result of civil rights activism and encouraging reports of 
black sales and office workers in other northern stores, Gilchrist Department 
Store and Jordan Marsh Company adopted merit hiring during the 1944 
Christmas season.79 After many appeals from the local Urban League 
and the Massachusetts’s Governor’s Committee for Racial and Religious 
Understanding, Gilchrist hired ten African American saleswomen, and 
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an undetermined number of black saleswomen were hired at Jordan 
Marsh. However, by the end of the Christmas shopping season, only three 
African American workers remained at Gilchrist. In the 1940s, the Boston 
Urban League resumed its activism against the store and pressured man-
agement to hire more black workers and continue its employment of “ap-
proximately ten or slightly better” African American salesclerks at all times. 
After the war, an American Friends Service Committee (AFSC) investiga-
tor reported: “Negro salespeople are widely distributed. One (Mrs. Ellie) is 
in the shoe department in charge of the slipper section; another is in 
charge of the basement glove counter; two others are in the book section; 
another (Miss Clarke) is in hosiery, and is considered ‘excellent’; another 
(Mrs.  Frances Roberts) is in the umbrella department; and still another 
(Miss Jones) is in the silverware department on the first floor and was 
upgraded from a basement job.” The investigator also observed African 
Americans employed as assistant buyers and working in Gilchrist’s store-
room and in a branch of the U.S. Post Office.80

Typically, activists relied on a combination of persuasion and protest to 
sway retailers to hire black sales and office workers, much like they had in 
“Don’t Buy” efforts. In 1944, for example, the Women’s Division of the 
Chicago Urban League (CUL) and the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE) 
polled nearly 2,000 white customers at ten major department stores in 
the Loop, Chicago’s central business district, about their receptiveness to 
African American saleswomen. Sixty-nine percent of those interviewed, 
these organizations learned, were open to the idea. As a result, the CUL and 
CORE organized an interracial campaign with the support of the Hyde 
Park Cooperative Society, the Chicago Round Table of Christians and Jews, 
the YWCA, Friendship House, the Chicago Council on Racial and Reli-
gious Discrimination, the American Jewish Congress, the Chicago Branch 
of the National Association of College Women, and others. This campaign 
arranged meetings with local retailers, recruited and trained “well-qualified 
girls” to apply for openings, and initiated a “widespread educational cam-
paign [that] includ[ed] petitions from shoppers and leaflets with favor-
able comments from the buying public.”81

The Chicago campaign achieved its first major success that same year 
when CUL field representative Ora Higgins called M. J. Spiegel to solicit 
funds for the league. During their conversation, Spiegel shared that his com
pany “had only one Negro on the payroll and he felt this was wrong, in 
view of Chicago’s growing Negro population . . . ​the question of hiring 
Negroes [had] been discussed and discarded because many of the super
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visors lacked the confidence in the abilities of Negro workers and were also 
fearful of reaction on part of white employees.”82 In spite of this, however, 
Spiegel was determined to launch a fair employment program as soon as 
possible and, subsequently, invited Higgins, who was completing her master’s 
degree in personnel administration at Northwestern University, to come 
work for the mail-order company. She agreed and became the company’s 
first African American personnel director.83

Within one year, Spiegel’s removed the question “What race?” from its 
job applications and inaugurated a merit hiring program. Working alongside 
Spiegel and Leslie Clark, the retailer’s personnel manager, Higgins coor-
dinated Spiegel’s integration project. She “interviewed hundreds of job-
seekers and virtually hand-picked her first small team of qualified Negro 
workers.” Spiegel’s merit hiring program “resulted in successfully integrated 
employment on all levels. . . . ​Within three more years, Spiegel was com-
pletely integrated”—years ahead of the city’s department stores. As a result 
of this success, and while still working as Spiegel’s personnel director, Hig-
gins was appointed personnel advisor for department store training 
classes conducted by the Board of Education and served as a consultant for 
similar programs in various retail institutions in downtown Chicago for 
several decades.84 Because of Higgins’s success at Spiegel’s, most African 
Americans seeking employment—the majority of whom were women—​
through the CUL’s Industrial Department were fed into the mail-order and 
mail service industries in the late 1940s and 1950s.85

More often than not the black press applauded the achievements of civil 
rights groups. In early 1943, Roy Wilkins of the New York Amsterdam Star-
News wrote, “Too much sweat and pleading and swearing” was involved “to 
get them a chance to work.” But, he warned, “it is up to the workers to hold 
them.” Specifically, Wilkins hoped that “the girls who have been hired by 
New York department stores” would expertly serve their customers and take 
greater pride in their work than black lunch counter waitresses and busboys 
in downtown department store eateries, who, he claimed, socialized much 
more than they perform their job duties. He feared that their poor job 
performance “is . . . ​making it impossible for other Negroes to get similar 
jobs or to hold on to them after the war is over.”86

Thankfully, the subpar performances of a few did not hinder future pro
gress. Instead, it was widely reported that African American executives and 
sales workers were generally well received. G. Fox personnel director 
Maurice Berins maintained that, beyond some initial resentment, African 
American employees at his store were accepted on the basis of individual 
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merit. “In only a few instances,” Berins continued, “have we had employees 
tell us that they will not work beside a Negro. In such instances[,] we talk 
to these employees about fairness and democracy in action, and if this does 
not work, we simply re-state our employment policy and do not retreat from 
it.” White customers, too, favorably received black salesclerks, so much so 
that “in one or two instances customers [had] expressed preference for 
being served by Negro sales people.”87 At Gilchrist, its first black salesclerks 
were purposely assigned to departments where they had little contact with 
white clerks. This arrangement, one African American sales worker in the 
umbrella department insisted, “diminished the chance of friction.” Soon, 
however, black and white saleswomen became “so friendly that they could 
later work together without difficulty.” Gilchrist’s customers also mostly 
welcomed the employment of African American salesclerks. They ex-
pressed their pleasure with and appreciation of the store’s employment of 
blacks in positions of responsibility in letters and in-person communica-
tions; others—albeit just a “few”—openly criticized and disapproved of 
integration.88

Wartime letters, surveys, and white customers’ patronage corroborate 
these accounts. In 1943, an African American woman visiting New York City 
from Washington, D.C., wrote to the New York Amsterdam News and dis-
closed that she “was agreeably surprised” to see a black saleswoman at 
Macy’s. “While she was feeling a pleasant glow,” however, she overheard 
another woman (presumably of the white race) “from farther south . . . ​
strenuously” sharing her objections to one of the white saleswomen. To this, 
the saleswoman “let her biased customer know that they were not only glad 
to have the Negro girls there but that their work was just as good as any.”89 
In May 1944, the Brooklyn Urban League conducted one of the earliest 
surveys on the topic and reported that officials at six of twelve department 
stores surveyed were “satisfied” with their black sales hires and willing to 
hire more when openings arose.90 One year later, the Afro-American re-
ported that hoards of whites visited and were being served by African 
Americans in Harlem’s shopping district without any problems.91

While the main objective of the early department store movement was the 
implementation of fair employment in urban northern cities specifically, it 
also challenged the segregation of public accommodations and consumer 
discrimination, although to a smaller or simply less notable degree. World 
War II revived the economy overall, but also exerted price and wage 
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controls, which had the effect of restraining private, household consump-
tion. It taught Americans on the home front that the best way to support 
the war was as defense workers and as “responsible consumers” who 
obeyed OPA and rationing regulations and purchased war bonds. How-
ever, “as African Americans embarked on proving themselves loyal Ameri-
cans” by heeding the aforementioned, “they consistently met discrimination 
as consumers. In a wartime atmosphere where the idea of a good consumer 
and a good citizen increasingly were intertwined, that unfair treatment 
in the marketplace took on new political significance.”92 The war reminded 
African Americans that, despite their best efforts, their country continued 
to treat them as second-class citizens. “The change in the Negro’s men-
tality came about so rapidly that few people, even Negroes, realized its 
extent. . . . ​Most fundamentally, it was expressed in the Negro’s refusal to 
accept segregation without complaint,” St. Clair Drake and Horace Cayton 
observed. “But underneath all this,” they concluded, “was the Negro’s 
determination to become a full citizen. . . . ​He began to make demands, 
not for concessions, not for small gains, but for equality.”93

This realization inspired several protests—mostly small—on behalf of 
black consumers in retail establishments, theaters, restaurants, and hotels 
and on modes of public transportation throughout the nation. In 1940, Eloise 
Townsend filed suit against Spurgeon’s Dry Goods Store in Lincoln, Illinois, 
when it prohibited her from trying on hats. Three years later—the same year 
that Pauli Murray and her fellow Howard University students staged sit-ins 
at a United Cigar Store and the Little Palace Cafeteria in Washington, D.C. 
(the former of which is believed to be the “first sit-in of the twentieth 
century civil rights movement”94)—an all-white jury ruled that the depart-
ment store violated the Illinois Civil Rights Act and awarded Townsend 
twenty-five dollars.95 In 1941, the Consolidated Housewives League initiated 
an “all-out” campaign against 125th Street retailers that propagated “second-
rate goods” while showing “lack of co-operation” and “insincerity in Negro 
employment.” It demanded that black Harlemites patronize the merchants 
who advertise in the Amsterdam Star-News and even encouraged their 
“meetings by sending samples for distribution.” It asked that African Amer-
icans withhold their patronage from retailers who overcharged, used 
“pullers-in” and “pressure selling,” practiced “indefinite pricing,” substi-
tuted goods, and refused courtesy.96 In Chicago, CORE organized sub-
stantial efforts to desegregate White City Roller Rink, Jack Spratt’s Coffee 
House, and Stoner’s Restaurant. In St. Louis, African American women, 
with the occasional support of their white counterparts, protested lunch 
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counter discrimination at Stix, Baer and Fuller, Famous-Barr Co., and 
Scruggs, Vandervoort and Barney from late 1943 to 1945. In the fall of 
1944, these three stores offered to allow blacks to eat at Jim Crow base-
ment lunch counters, hoping that this overture would pacify protesters. 
The women unanimously rejected the offer. Negotiations continued into 
1945, until Scruggs agreed to open its lunch counter to African Ameri-
cans (although it refused to integrate its upstairs dining room). Stix and 
Famous-Barr, however, did not integrate their eateries until pressured by 
the local CORE chapter in the 1950s.97

Other activists engaged store and government officials in “quiet, gen-
tlemanly, intelligent conferences and correspondences,” shying away 
from protests (which were often characterized as unpatriotic in time of 
war).98 They leveraged the country’s democratic mission abroad to compel 
its application and installation on the home front. Notably, in February 1943, 
a committee of Baltimore civil rights leaders met with J. W. Mehling, sec-
retary of the Retail Merchants Association, and presented him with “a pro-
gram of action” to “remove the unwritten policy of discrimination” in local 
department stores. They assured Mehling that “there will be no public 
discussion of this campaign at present.” At the meeting’s end, Mehling 
agreed to share their recommendations with the association. Nothing 
seemed to have come from this endeavor, however.99

When lobbying failed, activists often grew more forthright. Sometimes, 
they accused—subtly and blatantly—department store owners, many of 
whom were Jewish, of practicing a form of Nazi racism when retailers 
resisted integration. African Americans expected Jewish merchants to know 
better and do better than whites, believing that Jews had a responsibil-
ity to assist the black freedom movement given the similarities between 
American racism and German Nazism.100 At other times, activists pursued 
large-scale, direct-action programs to induce retailers to abandon their 
segregationist policies. One of these programs, and arguably the most ef-
fective wartime consumer effort, was the Baltimore Afro-American’s 1945 
“orchid and onions” campaign. Previously, Baltimore’s “Don’t Buy” move-
ment had tried to dismantle all forms of discrimination in department 
stores. However, it was more successful on the jobs’ front. By 1940, one con
temporary observed, Baltimore remained the “only large city in the coun-
try, north or south, which completely bars Negroes from its downtown 
department stores . . . ​announcing that they were only ‘following the 
pattern of the South’ (but Negroes can buy in the stores of Atlanta, Mobile, 
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New Orleans, Raleigh, Birmingham, Memphis, Houston, Dallas, and 
Jackson, Miss., to name a few).”101

The “orchid and onions” campaign picked up where the “Don’t Buy” 
movement left off. As described by the Afro-American, it involved “reporters 
canvassing downtown stores to determine their policy toward blacks. Those 
who were nondiscriminatory and said so to Afro reporters were listed as 
‘orchids’ on the newspaper’s front page. Those who were not were listed 
as ‘onions.’ ”102 In January, the paper reported, out of 28 downtown apparel 
stores, “17 give equal and similar service to colored customers, while 11 have 
discriminatory policies.” Montgomery Ward, Sears Roebuck, Brager-
Eisenberg, and Hecht Brothers were among the department stores touted 
as “orchids.” Conversely, Stewart and Company, Hutzler Brothers, the May 
Company, Hochschild-Kohn, Julius Gutman, and O’Neill’s discouraged or 
refused to serve African American patrons and/or maintained policies that 
permitted blacks to shop but prohibited them from trying on clothes and 
prevented them from returning or exchanging purchases by marking their 
receipts “sales final” or “final sale.”103 The May Company, in particular, 
refused to wait on African American customers “in the various store de-
partments, but are referred to the ‘personal service’ department on the 
fifth floor. Here, the woman in charge finds out what purchase the customer 
wants, goes down to the respective department and obtains it for the cus-
tomer.”104 In February, after one month of surveying, the Afro reported 
that the total number of orchid stores had risen to forty-four. Several 
department stores remained “onions,” however, and kept this title until the 
resumption of public protests, most notably the sit-in demonstrations staged 
by Morgan State College students, in the postwar years.105

Not all expressions of black consumer protest and outrage, however, 
were so composed and organized; in fact, several pointedly sought violent 
and destructive revenge. In the Detroit Race Riot of 1943, African Ameri-
cans looted and destroyed white-owned stores that exploited black cus-
tomers in retaliation for white opposition to their entry into Sojourner 
Truth Houses (the city’s first public housing project) and to the integra-
tion of the Packard Motor Company assembly line, and for other incidents 
of racial violence and discrimination. One month later, rumors that a white 
policeman had killed a black soldier in the Braddock Hotel sparked an up-
heaval in Harlem along 125th Street. Men and women, the young and the 
old, the poor and the affluent—all of whom were frustrated and angered by 
not only the reported killing but also the history of racial oppression and 
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violence—raided exploitative white-owned stores, passing over black busi-
nesses. Insurgents made off with armfuls of merchandise that they believed 
“had been unfairly denied to them.”106 Malcolm X (then Malcolm Little) re-
called walking down Nicholas Street when he “saw all of these Negroes 
hollering and running north from 125th Street. Some of them were loaded 
down with armfuls of stuff. . . . ​Negroes were smashing store windows, 
and taking everything they could grab and carry—furniture, jewelry, 
clothes, whisky.” Other accounts reveal that Blumstein’s Department 
Store, once a target of the “Don’t Buy” movement, was ravaged. Rioters 
took everything and ceremoniously paraded the streets in pilfered suits, 
dresses, hats, and shoes.107 Wartime riots not only ended race discrimina-
tion in the marketplace but also created an awareness and discourse that 
would benefit the black freedom struggle in the postwar era.

It is hardly an accident that the department store movement originated in 
the 1930s and 1940s; claiming to be and being a full-fledged American—
the heart of this movement—came to be deeply associated with consumer 
capitalism by the 1950s. The political and economic conditions of the De-
pression and the Second World War placed greater emphasis on the role of 
consumption in defining American citizenship and supporting and re-
building the nation, and facilitated the development and early success of 
the department store movement. The movement was in its infancy during 
the war, and its gains often resembled tokenism, were quite tenuous, and 
most directly benefited middle-class blacks. But, as other civil rights organ
izations and labor unions joined the effort, an explosion of more substan-
tial employment and consumer protests transpired. These protests continued 
to leverage black purchasing and labor power, industrial expansion, and 
increased biracial advocacy to improve African Americans’ position in labor 
and consumer markets. They may have been beholden to liberal attitudes 
and managerial initiatives, but they owed their strength and effectiveness 
to black protest to forcefully end racial discrimination and segregation in 
employment and consumption in northern and western cities. Years later, 
southern ones would follow.
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Negro and White!
Unionism and Antidiscrimination in the  
Department Store Industry

In the 1930s and 1940s, the National Association for the Advancement of 
Colored People (NAACP) and the National Urban League (NUL) allied with 
the Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO) in an attempt to strengthen 
their commitment to addressing the problems of black workers, who now 
constituted a large and powerful delegation within their ranks. Compared 
with the NAACP and the NUL, which were practiced in legal and social 
work approaches, the CIO was better “prepared to act effectively in the work-
places and working-class neighborhoods where black Americans fought 
their most decisive struggles.”1 This union movement was influenced by the 
Communist Party’s racial ideological standard that formal equality 
should prevail in workplaces and unions, as well as “in courts and at the 
ballot box . . . ​and in the realm of social life: the neighborhoods, schools, 
summer camps, dance halls, and marriage beds.”2 The CIO openly recruited 
and organized African American workers—whose numbers reached nearly a 
half million by the end of the Second World War—as a result. However, the 
CIO’s racial practices often diverged from the Communist Party’s ideology. 
The movement fought for “nondiscrimination, fair employment, political 
enfranchisement, higher pay, and equal pay.” But integration was not a pri-
ority. According to one historian, “integration and desegregation might 
well be products of this struggle, but they were secondary to the main 
objective.” (Further, integration “emerged as a key element on the labor-
liberal agenda” in the 1960s; by then, “it represented an actual devalua-
tion of this laborite perspective.”)3

The coming together of civil rights and labor activists, however, did 
ensure that integration and other troubles beleaguering working blacks 
were addressed. Together, these activists facilitated the emergence and 
proliferation of what the historian Robert Korstad calls “civil rights 
unionism,” a “national movement” that simultaneously engaged the strug
gle for workplace rights and civil rights.4 This unionism was prominent in 
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manufacturing industries, but it struggled to gain a strong foothold in retail 
establishments. Historically, the retail industry lacked a large-scale labor 
union movement that afforded African American workers a political and 
social space to advance their employment and civil rights. Most of the 
prevailing unions generally ignored racial discrimination and focused on 
improving the working conditions of those already employed, and thus 
prioritized the concerns of whites over blacks and oftentimes reinforcing 
the existing racial regime in the process. Others denounced racial inequality 
but did little, if anything at all, to challenge it. Because of this, civil rights 
organizations such as the Urban League, Future Outlook League in Cleve-
land, and the Housewives League in Detroit not only built powerful cam-
paigns to pressure merchants into hiring African Americans for white-collar 
positions but also functioned as “proto-trade unions” that took up the work-
place concerns of workers of color.5

However, in several New York and Chicago stores, civil rights unionism 
thrived. Here, the United Retail Employees of America (later renamed 
the United Retail Wholesale and Department Store Employees Union 
[URWDSEU] and then the Retail Wholesale Department Store Union) and 
the United Service Employees Union (USEU) of the CIO, respectively, op-
erated in a manner that resembled the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Por-
ters and the Packinghouse Workers Organizing Committee, as they were 
integral players in efforts to dismantle racial segregation and discrimina-
tion in department stores from the 1930s through the 1950s. New York 
and Chicago retail unions successfully linked worker and consumer rights 
and improved African Americans’ social and economic conditions, even 
propelling some of them into the middle class. Also, in acting as both labor 
and civil rights organizations, New York and Chicago locals expanded views 
of fair employment in this industry beyond bread-and-butter issues and 
promoted equal economic opportunity. They made tremendous strides 
toward increasing the number of black hires so that one day their in-store 
presence might be proportionate to their citywide presence; eliminating 
traditional and new barriers that restricted African American employment 
and promotion, such as job testing and lowering wages for sales and clerical 
positions below those of menial work to discourage blacks from seeking 
white-collar work; instituting equal pay for equal work; and creating safe 
work and community spaces free from racism for both workers and con-
sumers. In short, these unions point to the nature and direction of the 
black freedom struggle, albeit without the presence of strong unionism.
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New York City Department Store Unions

In late 1934, as “Don’t Buy” picketers confronted Harlem retailers, workers 
at S. Klein’s and Ohrbach’s department stores in Union Square (in Manhattan) 
waged strikes demanding pay raises, a forty-hour workweek, and an end to 
discrimination against union members. Poor working conditions had long 
characterized these establishments: “Many workers found the store envi-
ronment cramped, loud, and unsanitary.”6 To make matters worse, man-
agement provided low wages and painstakingly supervised everything 
from the “appearance of nails, neatness of clothing, [and] general good taste 
shown by grooming” to worker-consumer interactions.7 They used race, 
ethnicity, and gender to assign workers to specific work and department 
assignments—a strategy that tended to hinder broad worker camaraderie 
and unionization. But compared with factory work, department store work 
was preferable in many ways: it was recognized as a legitimate profession, 
involved little physical exertion and danger, and offered consistent, although 
comparably lower, wages, a shorter workday, and status.

However, as the Great Depression threatened to bankrupt stores, man
agers sharply reduced wages, increased work hours, and began experi-
menting with self-service retailing in an attempt to bolster business. 
Ohrbach’s employees objected to having to work six days a week. At 
Klein’s, one saleswoman complained that “girls . . . ​receiving ten dollars 
per week” were “discharged in favor of the new group who were getting 
only eight. . . . ​Also that the girls hired after my group are getting seven 
and seven fifty.” Further, she detailed that saleswomen were required to 
work a fifty-seven-hour workweek, “from nine-thirty in the morning until 
seven in the evening, including Saturday.”8

Despite their dissatisfaction with these new working conditions, em-
ployees were constrained by the economic catastrophe that was destabi-
lizing the American economy. Without the option of quitting and securing 
a better job and encouraged by the National Industrial Recovery Act (NIRA), 
a federal provision that protected collective bargaining, disgruntled 
workers at Klein’s and Ohrbach’s chose unionization as the solution for 
their grievances. They solicited the assistance of the Office Workers Union 
(OWU), an affiliate of the communist-led Trade Union Unity League (TUUL), 
in 1934. The TUUL encouraged “a more democratic, activist, and participa-
tory unionism,” one that functioned from the bottom up as opposed to the 
bureaucratic or top-down approach adopted by the American Federation 
of Labor (AFL).9
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It was also an approach that engaged women and African American 
workers. In its mission statement, the organization explicitly recognized 
that “women workers play an important role in American industry. . . . ​
[They] are subjected to the fierce speed-up of capitalist rationalization, and 
are super-exploited.” It condemned “trade union leaders [who] have typi-
cally failed to make a fight for the women workers, barring them from the 
unions and discriminating against them in industry” and pledged to fight 
for their rights. With regard to African Americans, the TUUL founded 
the Negro Bureau. Under the direction of prominent black communist 
James W. Ford, the bureau sought to unite black and white workers in a 
struggle to secure “full racial, political, and social equality and the right 
of national self-determination for Negroes. It makes relentless war against 
lynching, Jim Crowism, and discrimination of all kinds against Negroes. 
It roots out the race prejudice of chauvinism of white workers against 
Negroes.” Additionally, it “organizes Negroes into the new industrial unions 
with the white workers on the basis of the fullest equality . . . ​[and] con-
nects up the fight of the Negro workers in this country with the world-wide 
struggle of the Negro race.”10

The OWU, however, had a narrower mission. Organized by the TUUL, 
the OWU sought to organize department store and office workers primarily, 
and thus its membership and leadership largely consisted of women. When 
the OWU agreed to support Klein’s and Ohrbach’s employees, Clarina Mi-
chelson, one of its two full-time organizers, was appointed the organizer of 
department store workers, a position she held for five years. Unlike the 
working-class women employed at and patronizing these two department 
stores, Michelson was a proud communist and a Massachusetts native from 
an upper-class family who had never held a job. She was also the recording 
secretary for the League of the Struggle for Negro Rights, a communist 
group active in New York’s “Don’t Buy” movement. Through her involve-
ment with these organizations, Michelson recognized the needs of under-
represented workers and likely encouraged interracialism in the department 
store movement. Presumably, she believed that a broad-based coalition of 
African Americans, whites, men, and women would be most effective in 
forcing management to surrender to workers’ demands for higher wages, 
a forty-hour workweek, paid overtime, the elimination of speedups, and 
union recognition.

With OWU and Michelson at the helm, Ohrbach’s workers went on strike 
in the winter of 1934. Not long thereafter, in December, Klein’s workers 
joined the picket line when store managers fired all union employees. Both 
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retailers had avowed support for the NIRA earlier that year, but when 
Klein’s employees joined the OWU, management openly defied the NIRA, 
revealing that it was in fact strongly antiunion, and terminated all em-
ployees affiliated with the union. Store owner Samuel Klein denied holding 
any bias against union members. In an interview with Newsweek in De-
cember 1934, he insisted that “store business always falls off at Christmas 
time. . . . ​About Dec. 1 each year I have to lay off a few employees. This 
year we let only 87 go, against 300 last year and 250 in 1932. Then the 
other day I got a ‘summons’ from the [National Recovery Administration],” 
the agency tasked with ensuring that employers followed the NIRA codes.11 
Klein refused to admit that nearly all of the workers he discharged were 
OWU members.

The strike was modest—only 200 of the 2,600 employees at Klein’s and 
Ohrbach’s participated. Yet despite its size, movement leaders established a 
broad-based coalition and skillfully negotiated the space of both the store 
and Union Square to pressure management to concede. Store employees 
identified as “white-collar workers.” According to the historian Daniel Opler, 
in distinguishing themselves as “white-collar workers,” not department 
store or working-class workers, Klein’s and Ohrbach’s employees drew the 
support of other white-collar workers, including office workers, actors, 
chemists, doctors, and writers. This approach enabled these store workers to 
cross class lines that divided workers and create an alliance based on labor.12

The strikers’ broad-based coalition not only crossed lines of class, eth-
nicity, and religion, as examined in existing historical scholarship; it also 
built camaraderie among workers divided by race. In the workspace of the 
department store, African Americans had been invisible to their white 
coworkers. Every day white employees rode passenger elevators serviced 
by African Americans, consumed foods prepared by blacks in the employee 
cafeteria, and sold merchandise on selling floors cleaned by colored work-
ers, but they never developed relationships with or simply acknowledged 
their coworkers. At Ohrbach’s, African American workers recalled:

We were ordered around by almost anyone in the store. In one instance, 
an operator was almost fired because he told one executive that he was 
ordered by his starter not to take more than one rack at a time on the 
elevator when girls were going up to lunch, and that he would not take 
more than one rack up.

Another instance: One operator who was once a starter asked his 
manager to give his starter position to another operator, change his 
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time to an early shift because he realized the need for a broader 
education. This was granted by Mr. Waldron, but one week later this 
operator’s time was changed back to a later hour, thereby making it 
impossible to attend classes. Because this operator would speak up for 
his right he was picked on by the manager who had his pay envelope 
made up a number of times in order to fire him for the personal 
animosity that he had for this particular operator.13

The TUUL, the OWU, and Michelson shared a commitment to African 
American workers: they understood that these store employees shared 
the same dismal working conditions and grievances as their white cowork-
ers, and, most importantly, a successful campaign—one that was already 
quite small—required their assistance. Black workers were among the many 
store employees laid off at Klein’s that were union members. One distrib-
uted leaflet announced: “68 Negro and white workers were locked out of 
S. Klein Store, on Union Square, for organizing into the Office Workers 
Union (504-6th Avenue) for better conditions. They had been working 56 
to 60 hours a week for $7 and $8. Although the N.R.A. ordered Mr. Klein to 
reinstate his employees, he has refused.” Similarly, at Ohrbach’s, “150 Ne-
gro and white workers” campaigned for “decent working conditions and a 
living wage.”14

The Klein’s-Ohrbach’s movement, however, campaigned to improve 
African Americans’ work conditions as menial workers only. It did not seek 
to advance them to sales and clerical positions. White employees were not 
so progressive as to risk their own job security for the advancement of blacks 
or for the implementation of merit hiring—a fact of which African Ameri-
cans were likely very aware. Black employees, too, appear not to have 
pushed for integration but sought instead more freedom in their current 
roles. They likely were unwilling to undertake such a daunting struggle 
because they recognized that their white coworkers would not have sup-
ported this cause, or perhaps they simply had no desire to become sales or 
clerical workers or to take up that point at this particular moment. Never-
theless, the interracial relationship forged on the movement’s front lines 
eventually became an essential component in the wartime and postwar 
efforts to integrate sales work in New York City department stores.

During the strike, white union members reported gaining a greater re
spect for their black coworkers. They began to notice black operators’ 
“militant manner and fighting spirit,” solicited their support, and elected 
an African American operator to the strike committee.15 Harlem race worker 
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George Carter and other local blacks also lent their support to the cause and 
attended some of the weekly rallies in Union Square, especially when they 
learned that store officials had instructed their remaining employees to 
“insult all Negro patrons, so they won’t come back again” in an effort “to 
break the strike and split the ranks of the workers.”16

Yet despite the interracial nature of the Klein’s and Ohrbach’s strikes, 
which was a critical component of their success, these protests never re-
ceived the support of the black nationalist-leaning “Don’t Buy” movement. 
Racial discrimination in hiring was not included as a point of contention, 
to the disappointment of “Don’t Buy” leaders; it was frankly a measure too 
radical for white employees to even consider. In late April 1935, Benjamin J. 
Davis Jr., then editor of the Negro Liberator, criticized the OWU for not 
taking a stance on discrimination against Negro workers. He noted that “in 
the last Ohrbach strike there was no demand for the Negro workers and 
patrons of that store. I was informed by one of the strikers that the General 
Manager of both Ohrbach’s and Klein’s instructs all employees to ‘insult 
Negro patrons so that they won’t come back again.’ It was a bad omission 
that [this] point was not raised during the strike struggle.”17

In response to this criticism, the OWU created and distributed a leaflet 
to Harlem’s black community declaring, “Our employers have many ways 
of keeping us divided, in order to divert us from the real issues, in order to 
keep our wages down, etc.” It continued: “This problem is acute in Harlem. 
Negro clerks and office workers who are competent (as we can see in Koch’s) 
are barred from this type of work, because of the deep rooted prejudice 
instilled in us by our bosses, and in order to keep the Negro people a rung 
lower in the economic ladder.” The OWU promised to secure white-collar 
work for African Americans, “without firing any of those employed at pres
ent,” and equal pay for equal work. Additionally, this leaflet highlighted the 
union’s success in forcing the store executives at Ohrbach’s to give Negro 
workers representation on its Junior Executive Board.18 No evidence in 
extant OWU records, however, suggests that the union kept its promises. 
Perhaps the union never truly believed in integration; or maybe the OWU 
strategically kept its distance from black nationalist campaigns, believing 
that associating with radical black militants would hinder its progress. This 
likely left blacks—those involved in and outside the movement—wary of 
white communists as a result.

Nevertheless, the OWU strikes demonstrate the possibilities interracial-
ism held in white-collar labor struggles. Although the movement’s victory 
was quite limited and temporary, as prestrike difficulties resurfaced as 
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early as April 1935,19 demonstrators proved not only that department store 
workers specifically and white-collar workers generally could be orga
nized but also that, together, black and white workers could be effective in 
improving work conditions. At Klein’s, strikers were rehired and provided 
back pay. Ohrbach’s agreed to reinstate workers with full seniority rights 
and to not lay off strikers until all other store employees had a twelve-week 
layoff first; it also agreed to an 8–10 percent wage increase for all employ-
ees, a forty-hour workweek, a one-hour lunch break, a twenty-minute re-
lief period, employee elevators, additional lavatories, and extras placed on 
a preference list for permanent employment. And, despite still being con-
fined to menial service positions, African American service workers were 
provided direct representation on the store’s Junior Executive Board and a 
new supervisor of elevators (Thomas was hired to replace Waldron).20

In May  1935, approximately two months after the movement’s end, 
Ohrbach’s OWU branch reported that black elevator operators “are now 
treated as any other department in the store” and that all discrimination 
“either in the department or in the store” had been eliminated.21 These 
observations from white employees suggest an overall improvement in 
black-white relations as a result of the strikes. Although it is unlikely that 
blacks and whites became fast friends, they likely grew to respect the other 
as both coworkers, deserving of a simple “hello” and “goodbye” when they 
encountered each other, and formidable allies with shared work experiences 
and grievances. However, the authors of this report also reveal that white 
employees had a limited understanding of racial discrimination in the 
workplace. They had reduced it to the acts of ignoring African Americans 
and failing to provide adequate representation among store officials. Once 
again, it becomes glaringly apparent that Davis’s criticisms of the movement 
had fallen on deaf ears; no challenges were made to promote African 
American workers in these stores for several more years.

The Klein’s-Ohrbach’s strikes and the victorious sit-down strikes at major 
department stores and five-and-dime chain stores in Detroit, New York City, 
Philadelphia, and other cities in 1937 and 1938 helped expand unions’ 
presence and recognition in the retail industry. In 1938, Local 1-S of the 
URWDSEU contracted to organize Macy’s nonselling workers. Nonselling 
departments were the first targeted by this labor organization because 
these departments predominantly employed men in manual jobs and had 
fewer turnovers than sales. Men, union leaders reasoned, were more open 
to labor organizing and considered more invested in keeping and improving 
their jobs because of their family obligations. Six hundred workers in re-



To All Store and Office Workers 91

ceiving, packing, order filling, supply, and cafeteria departments were 
the first to join Local 1-S and to campaign successfully for a forty-five-hour, 
six-day workweek. Two years later, when Marcella Loring Michelson was 
elected the union’s new organizer, membership expanded to include pas-
senger elevator operators, freight elevator operators, housecleaners, tailors, 
and seamstresses.

At this time, Local 1-S also began recruiting sales and clerical workers, 
the majority of whom were women. Initially, women were ignored because 
they were expected to marry and leave the workplace, and thus, in the eyes 
of union leaders, they had less of a stake in the labor movement. Further-
more, as union vice president William Atkinson argued, “ladies in selling 
[were] reluctant to join a union and the younger ones . . . ​don’t want to 
pay dues. And they don’t realize what the benefits that they have as far as 
grievance procedure is concerned, their sick benefits, their retirement . . . ​
and pension.”22 Michelson, however, felt that this was only part of the 
story and began courting women workers: “A lot of women, married 
women, thought they [were] only [going to work] in department stores 
for a moment . . . ​for extra pin money. But when it really came down to it, 
they needed—they weren’t working just for pin money, they were working 
because they needed to work.” Being a woman herself, Michelson con-
tended, was extremely beneficial in the recruitment of women workers: “It 
was easier for a woman to walk around certain departments in the store, 
where a man would not be allowed or it would be unusual to find a man.” 
The clerical divisions were even harder to unionize. But like their selling 
coworkers, Michelson and other union leaders were able to assure them 
that joining the union would be a benefit.23

As Local 1-S grappled with its involvement in pushing for women’s rights, 
it took a much stronger and definitive stance on racial discrimination. With 
its leaders being strong supporters of the Communist Party, although not 
necessarily party members, Local 1-S welcomed African American em-
ployees, all of whom labored in nonselling departments. Of these work-
ers, passenger elevator operators leveraged the union most successfully to 
maintain their position and improve their working conditions. Working as 
an elevator operator was one of the few decent paying department store 
jobs available to African Americans. William Atkinson recalled that, during 
the Depression, his starting salary at the age of eighteen was $18.00 per 
week. Operators twenty-one years of age received $22.00 per week. By 1946, 
operators earned as much as $39.75 per week. “In those days,” Atkinson 
declared, he was able “to feed my mother and my grandmother [which] was 
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something else, too.”24 As a result, once hired, many operators remained at 
the store much longer than other black employees. In 1944, elevator operator 
James Labitue celebrated his thirtieth anniversary, Arthur Love observed 
twenty-five years, Friendly James marked twenty years of service, and James 
Cumberbatch was honored for twenty-four years. Cumberbatch served as 
an elevator operator well into the 1970s; in 1974, he celebrated fifty years 
on the job.25

All of Macy’s passenger elevator operators were black; and, like Pullman 
Porters, they occupied a complex, contradictory existence. On the one hand, 
they were symbols of servitude, second-class citizenship, and the denial of 
manhood rights. Tasked with manually operating store elevators, they were 
seen and heard only when providing basic directives such as “door closing” 
or “first floor.” On the other hand, for the black men who secured this work, 
elevator operating was praised, as it reflected their respectability, enhanced 
their urbanity and sophistication, offered decent wages and hours, and held 
the promise of social mobility. In the black community, several store op-
erators were featured in the black press and touted as “race men.” Many of 
these men held high school degrees (some also had college degrees), had 
served in the armed forces, and were community leaders. Elevator operator 
Atkinson was a high school graduate from a middle-class family. His mother 
was a former schoolteacher and a graduate of the University of Michigan, 
and his father was an engineer in the Department of Navy and designed the 
bows of warships. Operator Leon Johnson earned a bachelor of arts degree 
from Morris Brown University in Atlanta and attended Meharry Medical 
College for one year before coming to Macy’s in 1922.26 Others were com-
munity activists. Labitue, for example, ran against future mayor Fio-
rello H. La Guardia for alderman in 1912, was the party’s lieutenant of his 
district, campaigned under Herbert Straus to elect Herbert Hoover as pres-
ident, and was involved in the Knights of Pythias, the Elks, and the Masons.

Black elevator operators’ grievances and demands were often promi-
nently featured in the union newsletter. Of the existing newsletters, race is 
never discussed or used to describe workers. Only through newspaper rec
ords are passenger operators identified as African Americans. Further, 
union newsletters reveal that none of the black operators’ demands involved 
challenging the racial order of department store work. Instead, like black 
workers at Klein’s and Ohrbach’s, they only made requests that bettered 
their day-to-day labors during their early years in the union (1940–1941). 
They appealed for the installation of fans in the elevators and the dispensing 
with uniform hats during the hot summer months. Other demands included 
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the provision of sweaters to shield them from the “constant drafts on the 
main floor” in the winter and that the store, not the operators, be responsi-
ble for purchasing their gloves, since they were a required element of 
their uniform. Operators also asked for a resolution to the lunchtime 
crowding of employee elevators, a formal salary review (which the store 
had failed to conduct “for years”), and the observance of seniority when 
overtime was extended.

Their participation in the union resulted in two major accomplishments: 
the store provided operators with winter sweaters and extra employee 
elevators during the lunchtime rush. Additionally, the union provided 
African American workers, who were typically treated as second-class 
citizens, with a sense of belonging and community. After an elevator de-
partment’s union meeting, workers commented, “Never before have the 
majority of men in this department been able to discuss their problems—
how they affect us and how to remedy them. Until we became union-minded 
such a thing was frowned upon and discouraged in every way. We never 
really knew each other and never trusted anyone. Now that we have the 
union to help us, we know whom to trust and we fear no one.” Also, the union 
used inclusive language such as “we” and referred to elevator operators 
as part of the “non-selling or service group of employees.” Their concerns 
were addressed as one unit, alongside freight operators, restaurant and tea-
room employees, and warehouse and deliverymen. Correspondingly, their 
successes were announced and celebrated in the same fashion.27

Social events were held that included all union members, regardless of 
race and color. At parties, elevator operators, packers, collectors, and cleri-
cal and sales workers danced the mambo, jive, and waltz; and a basketball 
team was organized that invited all male workers to participate. (This is 
particularly striking considering that at many department stores, notably 
those in the South, such events were segregated by race.) These events built 
camaraderie, increased black union involvement, and lessened racial strife 
(perhaps helping temper whites’ opinions of African Americans as servile, 
docile, and unintelligent, and African Americans’ feelings that the union 
was a “white man’s cause”). As a result, these changes laid the foundation 
for the strong interracial unionism needed to improve workers’ conditions. 
This is best evidenced in Sparks, Macy’s employee newsletter (managed by 
white workers). A strong correlation appears between the unions’ devel-
opment and the number and types of articles that featured African Ameri-
can workers. Before Local 1-S, African Americans typically appeared in the 
newsletter when they celebrated an employment anniversary. And in these 
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cases, blacks were portrayed as “friendly store servants” in a photograph or 
brief note. Later, as contact between black and white workers increased in 
the space of the union, lengthier, more detailed coverage was provided. 
Black employees were now described as intelligent, poised, and thought-
ful. For example, in January 1942, Sparks applauded operator Robert Smith 
for his customer service. According to the news story, as Smith was running 
an elevator during the Christmas rush, “on one of the floors he was about 
to pass, he noticed an elderly, crippled lady and her companion. Apprais-
ing the situation with intelligence and sympathy, Mr.  Smith stopped the 
car, turned around to the people in it, and asked them if they would please 
make room for the customer. They complied with alacrity.”28

When the nation entered World War II, Local 1-S, like other retail unions, 
found its course in the department store business complicated as the 
industry—let alone the country—underwent profound changes, most notably 

FIGURE 6 ​New York, New York. R. H. Macy and Company Department Store during 
the Week before Christmas, 1942. Library of Congress Prints and Photographs 
Division, LC-USW3-013120-D.
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regarding consumption and labor. First, consumption took on new signifi-
cance, emerging as a way for Americans to support the war effort; and, as 
a result, department stores became sites to partake in patriotic consump-
tion. Many sold war bonds, stamps, American flags, and other merchan-
dise that demonstrated their loyalty. Macy’s sold film reels of the Japanese 
attack on Pearl Harbor, Douglas MacArthur, and the bombing of Manila. It 
also offered its customers the opportunity to purchase food boxes for the 
“boys abroad” (figure 6). Gimbel’s provided “customers a chance to buy 
‘patriotic envelopes’ and stamped envelopes mailed from 17 American 
[military] bases.” The retailer also “encouraged customers who were 
‘knitting like mad for that man of yours in the service’ to buy yarn in regula-
tion colors” from them.29 Department stores also leveraged their influence 
to inspire customers to shop but not overshop, to give to the Red Cross, to 
conserve rubber, gas, paper, and metal by saving these items and visiting 
stores via mass transit or walking, to sew their own clothes, and to grow 
their own Victory Gardens.30

Second, department stores suffered a significant loss of labor. Since the 
federal government judged retail work as nonessential to the war defense, 
nearly all male employees eligible for combat were drafted. Many female 
workers resigned to work in defense industries and other industries, such 
as banking, that were liberating their hiring policies. In an effort to cope 
with this labor shortage, merchants experimented with different forms of 
retailing. Many adopted self-service forms of retailing. In a 1943 talk 
sponsored by the National Retail Dry Goods Association, Franklin Lamb, 
president of a firm that manufactured shelving fixtures, expressed the 
reasoning behind this selling method: “To meet the present conditions, it 
becomes necessary to deliberately break up the practice of forcing assistance 
on customers. . . . ​The fewer salespeople on the floor simply do not have the 
time for anything but stock-keeping and giving asked-for help to customers.” 
Some stores presented all merchandise on the selling floor—sometimes piled 
up on tables or arranged on clothing racks—for customers to examine and 
choose what they wanted. With this approach, salesclerks answered 
questions, replenished merchandise, retrieved sizes or items stored in the 
stockroom, and acted as cashier once customers independently found their 
desired items. Other retailers began using “open merchandise displays,” 
where sample goods were openly displayed on the selling floor, giving 
customers the opportunity “to examine without intervention of sales 
workers.” If a customer wanted to purchase a particular item, he or she 
would locate a salesclerk, who would retrieve the item from the stockroom. 
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This approach necessitated that workers and consumers continue to interact 
but permitted stores to rely on fewer, and often novice, sales workers.31

As the war revolutionized the industry, it also transformed the labor 
movement. Retail unions found continuing the work and strategies adopted 
in the prolabor milieu of the 1930s to be quite difficult. First, they lost a 
cadre of organizers and members. And second, retail unions, like other labor 
organizations of the time, demonstrated their support for democracy abroad 
and at home by vowing not to strike or engage in any confrontation tactics 
during wartime. As a result, they were left without their most effective 
method of protest—the ability to strike and picket.

But these changes did not drive the department store movement to a 
standstill. Instead, retail unions took advantage of wartime patriotism and 
changing labor dynamics to advance their goals. Because of the loss of white 
men, a new leadership rose to power: African Americans and women were 
promoted into union leadership roles. Elevator operator Atkinson was 
elected vice president of the predominantly white Local 1-S before being 
drafted (a position he reclaimed on his return). By May 1946, other African 
Americans were voted into office: three African American presidents, one 
black financial secretary, and at least one black officer each term.32 Under 
this new leadership, Local 1-S and other New York store unions established 
temporary antidiscrimination committees composed of black and white 
members. These committees were tasked with implementing and monitoring 
fair employment practices in local department stores. They were of particu
lar importance because retailing was not a defense industry and therefore 
did not fall under the purview of President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s Executive 
Order 8802 and the Fair Employment Commission.

From its inception, Local 1-S’s antidiscrimination committee recognized 
that it “had a two-fold job: to fight for equal rights and legislation to 
guarantee those equal rights and also to fight at home in Macy’s against the 
discriminatory practices there.”33 Alongside local civil rights and commu-
nity organizations, Local 1-S pressured Macy’s to end its Jim Crow practices. 
Often relying on the empty threat of demonstration, the union persuaded 
the retailer to relax its discriminatory hiring practices during the war. 
Management was surprisingly amenable to hiring a few African American 
sales and office workers. It likely figured that this course of action was 
wisest, as it thwarted any discord that might disrupt the flow of business, 
enabled managers to cope with wartime labor shortages, and demonstrated 
their support for democracy. Public opinion, as exemplified by the rise in 
consumer activism and support for retail unions in the 1930s, coupled with 
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government initiatives and court rulings that favored desegregation and 
labor rights, also influenced Macy’s decision. All American citizens were 
expected to make massive sacrifices, and retailers were not exempt. By 
demonstrating their commitment to American democracy through merit 
hiring, retailers probably believed they could win back the public approval 
of big retailing that black consumer movements, government investiga-
tions, and union activities of the 1930s had destroyed. Additionally, store 
officials may have considered that advancing African Americans, even if 
only a few, and women—essentially, a meaningful portion of their re-
maining workforce—would dissuade their employees from leaving the 
store for factories that offered higher pay.

At Macy’s, Bloomingdale’s, and other department stores founded by and/
or managed by Jews, the decision to hire African Americans in positions of 
responsibility was also likely tied to executives’ own racialized ethnic 
background, history, and present circumstances. As many scholars have 
explored, the Second World War was a watershed moment in Black-Jewish 
relations. It heightened American Jews’ sensitivity to and sympathy for the 
plight of African Americans, and vice versa. Both groups recognized a kind 
of shared history and experience as a result of anti-Semitism and race 
discrimination, or what one scholar calls “parallel patterns of oppression,” 
as well as the contradictions of America’s democracy abroad and at 
home. Jewish Americans and African Americans, as a result, “developed 
communication along the lines of basic civil rights and marked a degree of 
mutual interests and understanding” that advanced the black freedom 
movement.34

In the fall of 1945, in a political climate committed to racial equality, as 
epitomized by the passage of the Ives-Quinn bill and the formation of New 
York’s State Commission against Discrimination, Local 1-S voted to make 
its antidiscrimination committee permanent and intensified its pressure on 
Macy’s to hire sales and clerical workers regardless of color, religion, or 
national origin. One of the permanent committee’s first victories occurred 
“when most of the Christmas hiring had finished” later that year. “There 
were not many jobs available and management had an out,” a committee 
report detailed. But pressure from the committee forced management 
“to make some token hirings and so by Christmas time there were at 
least 8 Negro salesclerks in Macy’s.”35

Several months later, Local 1-S won sales jobs for Lucille Valentine 
and Jack Miller. Valentine was promoted from packer to saleswoman in 
the housedresses department at “no reduction in salary and with greater 
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earning opportunity than before.”36 Miller became Macy’s first Negro 
salesman. After years of service as an elevator operator and upon his re-
turn from the war, he applied to the Employment Office for a transfer to a 
sales department. Store unions were particularly concerned with the “policy 
by which service men and women [would] return to their jobs once the 
war [was] over.”37 Union leaders Loring Michelson and Sam Kovenetsky 
contended that Miller “had taken our [war] Victory quite literally. He had 
personally participated in bringing this Victory and he was understand-
ably anxious to share in its advance.” For several months, store officials 
evaded and resisted Miller’s request, but he remained undeterred. Finally, 
Miller was offered a sales job, but with a significant reduction in salary: 
his wages of $39.75 per week, which he earned as an elevator operator, 
were cut to $33.00 per week. “In spite of the loss of earnings that Mr. Miller 
would suffer, he chose to accept the position in the belief that the principle 
involved was far more important than the money involved.” The antidis-
crimination committee admired his act but was unwilling to “accept with-
out vehement protest this act on the part of Macy’s.” Hoping to secure 
Miller an increase to his former earnings, it asked store president Jack 
Strauss for a meeting and rallied union members. The committee’s ef-
fectiveness in securing the raise, however, is not documented in extant 
historical records.38

In 1946, union leader Atkinson also advanced to sales. After defending 
his country in the war, Atkinson returned to Macy’s. During his reinstate-
ment interview, the interviewer invited Atkinson to resume his prewar 
work as an elevator starter. To this offer, he “pitched,” “Lady, look, I fought 
a war for democracy, and that’s what I was promised: a better world. . . . ​
Now I want a better job.” Surprised, the interviewer implored employment 
manager Helen Hyde to finish the meeting. Hyde said, “Oh, Mr. Atkinson, 
it’s so nice to have you back. I know you’ll be happy to have your job, but 
the interviewer tells me that you’re not happy with that.” She then asked 
Atkinson what job he wanted. As Local 1-S vice president, Atkinson was 
familiar with the responsibilities and salaries of all department store po-
sitions and knew salesmen in the furniture department earned the highest 
pay. So he said, “Furniture.” Hyde refused. Atkinson then said, “Rugs,” and 
again Hyde refused. His third choice was the radio department. Atkinson 
had gained experience with radios during his service in the war, but he was 
informed that there were no openings in this department and was assigned 
to work as an elevator starter. One week later, Hyde called Atkinson and 
offered him a sales position in the toy department. Not long after, he learned 
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of an opening in radios, applied, and, as a result of his training and seniority, 
became a salesman in the radio department.39

In 1947, Local 1-S’s antidiscrimination committee, along with the New 
York Urban League (NYUL) and the State Commission against Discrimina-
tion, likely helped integrate Macy’s Executive Training Squad. Mary Dean 
was one of the first African Americans accepted into the squad and then 
appointed junior assistant manager of men’s department and women’s 
handkerchief department. She was promoted to senior assistant manager 
of the handbags department in 1948 and elevated to manager of men’s and 
women’s handkerchief department in January 1951. Dean hailed from ex-
ceptional origins, as the daughter of civil rights activist Channing Tobias, 
wife of William Dean of the United Nations, and mother of two children. 
She earned her bachelor of arts degree from New York University and a 
master of arts degree in fine arts from Columbia University, taught at Paine 
and Bennett Colleges and at Atlanta University, and served as director of 
arts and crafts of the National United Service Organizations during the 
war.40 Another alumnus of Macy’s Executive Training Squad was Freder-
ick D. Wilkinson, a World War II veteran, a graduate of Howard University 
and Harvard Graduate School of Business Administration, the husband of 
former psychologist Jeane Ann Lee, and father of three. Wilkinson’s first 
appointment was as junior buyer of socks. He was promoted to buyer of 
men’s shirts and furnishings in 1962, administrator and manager of Macy’s 
branch store in Jamaica, Queens, in 1968, and later became the retailer’s 
first African American vice president.41

Other antidiscrimination committees made similar progress. In 1946, 
thanks to these committees, most New York stores had hired token blacks 
in sales and office positions, although none of these new hires were assigned 
to “choice merchandise” departments such as furniture, where they could 
earn large commissions. Under the leadership of an African American 
president, Bloomingdale’s local union pressured store management to hire 
four black salesclerks. Gimbel’s had hired one African American salesclerk 
(out of 1,700 total sales workers). Hearns appointed six blacks to sales 
positions (its total sales workforce was 2,000 persons). In 1947, the Chicago 
Defender reported that Macy’s, the city’s largest store, led in black em-
ployment “with an estimated number of 10–20 . . . ​[although, the] Union 
(CIO) didn’t believe the number exceeded 15. They work in buttons, hosiery, 
curtains, socks, hardware, and radio.” That same year, Gimbel’s hired two 
additional black sales workers, celebrating a not so impressive three hires 
of color in white-collar work, while Saks Fifth Avenue reported employing 
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one African American sales worker. By the early 1950s, however, the local 
committees had expanded the hiring of African American white-collar 
workers in these retail establishments: in 1951, twelve black sales workers 
were hired at Bloomingdale’s; and between October 1952 and February 1953, 
five out of eighteen blacks hired at Gimbel’s and Saks Fifth Avenue were 
assigned as office clerks.42

New York department stores accepted merit hiring but that did not mean 
they welcomed it. Several stores placed limitations on the process of inte-
gration using “hidden discrimination in hiring and promotion.”43 To com-
bat this, Local 1-S’s antidiscrimination committee familiarized itself with 
the hiring process: working with the Negro Labor Victory Committee, the 
YWCA, the NYUL, and several local churches, the union identified African 
American applicants and then assumed the responsibility of training job 
candidates on the Macy’s interview process. This process always began 
with a preliminary interview and was followed by an employment test and 
a hiring interview. An applicant who passed these stages was sent to the 
Employment Office to apply for open sales positions.

Local 1-S schooled applicants on appearance, manners and alertness, the 
art of interviewing, and the employment test. All applicants were instructed 
to make no mention of the union during the interview, and, should the 
interviewer refer to stock, packing, or other menial work, they were ad-
vised to “pleasantly but firmly stick to selling (or clerical).” Candidates also 
were told that if they are asked to take an employment test, upon complet-
ing it they should ask to see the corrected examination. This was of par
ticular importance, according to Local 1-S, because those in charge of 
hiring at Macy’s often failed black applicants, even when they had passed, 
in a covert effort to evade integration. Finally, all applicants were ordered 
to report back to the antidiscrimination committee after they had applied. 
Constant communication between the two parties, the union believed, 
would ensure that any misinformation provided by Macy’s management 
was quickly corrected. Management, it advised potential applicants, 
“give . . . ​misinformation as is their want to put you off till there are no 
jobs left.” Also, once a candidate verified that he or she had applied for a 
position of responsibility at Macy’s, Local 1-S contacted the store’s Employ-
ment Office about the candidate’s application status and “if we get no satis-
faction, then we plan to go to arbitration on violation of contract and also 
submit each individual to the state commission against discrimination.”44

As the union worked to circumvent these and other barriers, Macy’s 
employed other unscrupulous tactics. Although the retailer pledged to hire 
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African Americans in sales and office positions, it promised to uphold this 
pledge only as long as workers of color demonstrated that they were “capa-
ble of doing the job.”45 But, as proven by the store’s interview process, 
“capable” could be so situational and malleable that few African Ameri-
cans fulfilled this qualification. And, for those deemed “capable,” Macy’s 
instituted a 10 percent quota on black hires in all of its departments. This 
quota, according to the union, ensured that “a Negro may be hired to-day for 
a job, he will not be hired tomorrow even though there are still openings.”46

Macy’s also adopted a new pay scale to discourage African Americans 
from seeking positions of responsibility by providing that African Ameri-
cans in white-collar positions actually earned less than those employed in 
menial jobs. Many black employees were unlike Miller and Atkinson; 
they were unwilling to transfer to sales or clerical jobs if that meant taking 
a pay cut. Of the few available union records documenting the organ
ization’s identification of potential job applicants of color, Anna Smith was 
the only other employee that expressed an interest in doing this. In 1945, 
Smith had worked as a stockclerk for three years and hoped to transfer to 
sales because she found stock work to be too strenuous. During her inter-
view with union officials, Smith indicated that she earned $31.25 per 
week in her current position and was willing to accept a lower salary only 
if necessary and with the promise that she would eventually earn this much 
or more in the future. Unfortunately, despite having the ability and intel-
ligence to be trained, Smith had no previous experience in sales and was 
thus deemed an unfavorable applicant by Local 1-S.47

Local 1-S’s antidiscrimination committee, and others, pushed for more 
than racial equality in the workplace, even as the Taft-Hartley Act created 
massive national strife within union ranks. (Local 1-S ended its affiliation 
with the Retail, Wholesale and Department Store Union [RWDSU], which 
supported the Act in 1948, and rejoined the CIO as an independent union 
as a result of this strife.) Since the inception of the union’s antidiscrimi-
nation committee, it had maintained an education campaign to purge any 
vestiges of prejudice among its members, the public, and store officials. 
This campaign relied heavily on public meetings on the various manifesta-
tions of race discrimination and tactics for ensuring its end, as well as the 
creation and distribution of antidiscrimination pamphlets, articles, and 
the like. In 1943, the union joined black city councilman Benjamin J. Davis 
to protest the sale of “mugging night sticks” in Macy’s on three grounds: 
first, the “daily newspapers have made the term, ‘mugging’ synonymous 
with Negroes and that the sticks therefore represented incitement against 
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Negroes”; second, “that any white woman who possessed one of the weap-
ons could attack any Negro whose looks she did not like and later plead de-
fense against possible ‘mugging’ ”; and third, “that sale of the nightsticks 
possibly violated police department regulations concerning carrying weap-
ons by civilians.”48

In 1949, with its wartime “no-strike” pledge having long expired, Local 
1-S and the NAACP campaigned against the selling of the film Little Black 
Sambo, which the store eventually removed from its shelves, and held 
demonstrations to force the removal of a store window display featuring a 
“doll representing a baby born on the ‘Amos and Andy’ radio program.” The 
window display also presented a “caricature of a Negro man in the style 
used by those who spread race hatred.” Three years later, the antidis-
crimination committee demanded that management stop conducting 
business with foreign vendors that used “nigger” to designate the color 
“black” on their merchandise and invoices. The committee stipulated that 
business could resume once this color designation was replaced.49 Similarly, 
the antidiscrimination committee for Local 2, Gimbel’s local union, charged 
Rose Amos, union member and office worker, with making “slanderous 
remarks” and using “vile language” and “racial slurs against her African 
American and Jewish co-workers.” Local 2’s joint general counsel dismissed 
Amos from the union in 1951.50

Retail unions also campaigned against race discrimination outside the 
confines of department stores. The executive board of Local 1-S issued a 
formal statement expressing its opposition to segregated baseball leagues 
in 1942—five years before Jackie Robinson broke the Major League Baseball 
color line. Unions wrote newspaper articles and letters to their congressmen 
condemning racial discrimination, giving particular attention to the mis-
treatment of blacks in the South. They also protested terrorism directed 
against African Americans in Freeport, New York, and Columbia, Tennessee; 
campaigned for the termination of May Quinn, an educator charged with 
teaching her students anti-Semitism and other “un-American attitudes”; 
rallied against the Veteran Administration’s denial of accreditation to the 
United Negro and Allied Veterans; and worked to prevent the election of 
another racist to fill senator Theodore G. Bilbo’s seat.

The department store movement benefited from New York City’s vibrant 
and powerful retail unions. Communist labor organizers helped create these 
unions, while the principles and activities of civil rights groups in the 1930s 
and 1940s, as well as the prolabor milieu of the time, shaped the composi-
tion, goals, and strategies of local department store unions. Local 1-S, in 
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particular, provided African American workers with an inside vantage—
one that suitably complemented black consumerism, leveraged their 
labor power, and won white support—to dismantle discriminatory em-
ployment and consumption practices. In just a few years, the labor move-
ment in the department store industry opened many doors formerly closed 
to African American workers and consumers in New York City. Had more 
department store unions throughout the country modeled themselves after 
New York unions, the department store movement would have likely found 
far more widespread success, happened sooner rather than later, and 
been more lasting.

Chicago Unions and the Department Store Movement

The prevalence of unionization in New York’s retail industry, coupled with 
the vibrancy of black activism surrounding issues of production and con-
sumption before and during World War II, significantly shaped the nature 
and direction of the department store movement in New York. In Chicago, 
the involvement of unions was not as widespread or profound, even though 
the URWDSEU and the USEU of the CIO represented many of the city’s 
department stores and accepted African American members. In down-
town stores, however, these labor organizations generally took neither a 
strong nor an active role in the implementation of merit hiring in Chicago’s 
retail industry. But in their representation of the South Center Department 
Store in Bronzeville (figure 7), the URWDSEU and the USEU, specifically, 
advocated on behalf of store workers of color, helping improve their pay and 
work conditions, and indirectly broadened the goals of the larger depart-
ment store campaign.

Jewish real estate developers and entrepreneurs Harry M. Englestein and 
Louis Englestein owned South Center Department Store. However, the store 
opened with an integrated sales force led by African American Richard 
Jones in 1928. Jones was not only the face of South Center but also a 
paradigm of how department store work could provide middle-class status. 
(Many store customers, in fact, earnestly believed that Jones owned and ran 
the business.) Jones started at South Center in 1928 as assistant to the store 
president. He steadily moved up to general superintendent and subsequently 
became vice president—in both positions he managed and supervised store 
operations and employees. In 1942, Jones resigned and joined the army. He 
returned to South Center four years later and was eventually appointed vice 
president in charge of personnel and public relations—a position he held 



104 Chapter Three

until 1954, when he was selected as director of U.S. Operations Mission to 
Liberia and subsequently U.S. ambassador to Liberia. Jones once again 
returned to South Center in 1959 as vice president in charge of personnel 
and public relations. After less than a year, he left to become the executive 
vice president of Victory Mutual Life Insurance. Jones would come back to 
South Center once more in 1963, where he assisted in the reorganization of 
the store under different ownership until September 1966.51

Over time, South Center employed more African Americans in nontra­
ditional jobs than whites. In 1952, for example, Bernadine Carrickett joined 
the South Center team, becoming the first African American style coun­
selor and women’s buyer in Chicago. A graduate of Fisk University, Car­
rickett began her career as a secretary to a furrier and later became a parts 
inspector in a factory during World War II. Sometime after the war, Car­
rickett worked as a commentator at local fashion shows and was the first 
African American woman to appear regularly on television and radio as a 
fashion commentator for a Loop shop. At South Center, Carrickett made “five 
trips a year to the dress marts of New York, where she select[ed] and pur­
chase[d] clothes which . . . ​intrigue[d] her customers.” She maintained a cli­
entele of “about 50 socially prominent women, who [bought the] special 
creations” she purchased during her New York trips. Much of Carrickett’s 

FIGURE 7 ​South Center Department Store, 47th Street at South Parkway (Chicago, 
Illinois, 1928). Original Curt Teich Postcard Donation, Newberry Library, 
Chicago, A118873.
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success was the result of her ability to understand her clients and influence 
their buying habits. She recognized, for example, that black customers 
were style and quality conscious, were “inhibited about wearing the color 
red,” and did not “purchase materials in dark brown because of the diffi-
culty of blending the color with their complexions.”52

The black press frequently commended South Center for its hiring 
practices and for being a major retail establishment that served and treated 
black customers with respect, as its practices facilitated the creation of a 
“leavening group within the Negro population.” Working at South Center 
offered many African Americans entry into the middle class—a group, 
according to black journalist Roi Ottley, that was college educated, registered 
Republicans, affiliated with the Episcopalian or Presbyterian Church, 
and leaders in their community. As Ottley detailed, “They move smoothly 
and complacently within the Negro community, earning a livelihood from 
the Negro market. . . . ​They may have a slightly lower economic status 
than white persons belonging to the identical class, but in the world in 
which they live, they have a sheltered and relatively secure position, and 
enjoy as well various forms of distinction.” He continued, “In a word, they 
provide the vanguard of the race’s economic and cultural progress, and . . . ​
as such, they represent the most stable element on the south side.”53 South 
Center also “ethically” sold African Americans brand-name merchandise 
and welcomed them to attend classes and events on homemaking, child 
care, interior decorating, and personal appearance classes that spoke di-
rectly to their specific experiences, needs, and wants. Moreover, the store 
sponsored tournaments at Parkway Community Center, essay and art con-
tests in nearby schools, and special classes in swimming and ice skating 
on the Midway.54 All of this, many believed, facilitated the rise and prolif-
eration of a black middle class.

The Englesteins saw themselves as masterminds of a “noble experiment”—​
a humanistic business endeavor that enabled African Americans to climb 
the socioeconomic ladder. But, like good businessmen, they saw African 
American workers and shoppers as commodities, untapped resources in the 
consumer market ready to be exploited for profit. The mass migration of 
black southerners to northern cities in the first half of the twentieth 
century had given birth to the “Negro Market.” In the urban North, blacks 
found better jobs and wages and subsequently spent their new money on 
consumer goods. Downtown department stores in Chicago virtually ig-
nored this growing black population, but the Englesteins saw a window of 
opportunity. Like Henry Ford, the Englesteins understood that to profit 
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from the “Negro Market,” they would have to employ African Americans in 
steady, well-paid jobs and encourage them to buy merchandise sold by their 
establishment. They tailored their marketing and business strategies to meet 
the needs and desires of the city’s sizable and rapidly expanding black com-
munity, and, of course, earn their disposable income—which by the end of 
the Second World War “made up a lucrative $8 billion to $10 billion market” 
that, one fair employment activist claimed, “was larger than Canada’s and 
potentially equal to the entire U.S. non-European export market.”55

South Center, thus, was created to be simultaneously a shopping venue, 
a leisure site, and a community center. It housed Madame C. J. Walker’s hair 
salon and school, the latter occupying an entire floor of South Center where 
it trained women and men interested in becoming hair stylists and inde
pendent business owners. The Englesteins’ department store also served as 
the site for several community events such as the Chicago Defender’s Cook-
ing School in the fall of 1939, a competition that featured cooking demon-
strations by Eloise Keller, and music auditions sponsored by the National 
Auditions of Negro Music and Dancing, a group led by attorney Nathan K. 
McGill and musician Noble Sissle.56

The Englesteins also designed advertisements that spoke directly to their 
targeted clientele and were prominently featured in black media (which is 
particularly noteworthy, as few major retailers advertised in black publi-
cations or on black radio programs). A 1948 advertisement for hair anti-
septic in the Chicago Defender detailed the product specifications and 
addressed concerns specific to African Americans. The ad promised that the 
hair antiseptic was the “finest medicated tar scalp formula your money can 
buy” because “your hair and scalp deserve fine care.” Here the store ad-
dressed black consumers’ desire for quality goods and name-brand prod-
ucts.57 The advertisement also promised to refund consumers’ money should 
they find the product unsatisfactory. For African Americans, this provision 
was tremendously important for two reasons. First, among downtown 
department store owners, black hair was considered greasy, dirty, and 
unsanitary; for this reason, ostensibly, African Americans were not per-
mitted to try on or return hats because whites feared that their hair would 
contaminate the item. Second, having the option to return a product or 
receive a refund on an unsatisfactory product was unheard of. African 
Americans were expected to purchase items without trying them on or 
testing the product to ensure satisfaction.

In addition to demonstrating concern for black consumers, advertise-
ments often referenced South Center’s employment of African American 
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sales workers. The hair antiseptic ad, for example, instructed consumers 
to purchase the serum “from Miss J. Jackson at the drug counter in the 
South Center Department Store.”58 At the end of this two-paragraph adver-
tisement with a graphic image of an African American woman fussing with 
her hair, the store once again directed customers to head directly to Miss J. 
Jackson’s drug counter to solve their hair woes.

Harry Englestein not only hired and sold to African Americans but also 
promoted himself and his store as advocates of black welfare and ad-
vancement, leveraging a type of paternalism that enabled him to woo 
black customers and gain their confidence and loyalty. (This paternalism, 
however, did not necessarily extend to his employees.) He often donated 
money and time to black churches, institutions, and organizations. In 
April 1935, for example, Englestein presented $2,000 in checks to ministers 
and leaders of local charitable institutions, including Provident Hospital, 
Ebenezer and Pilgrim churches, and the South Park Branch of the YWCA.59 
He also led the South Central Community Council, which, alongside the Chi-
cago Defender, pressed the city government to build a fieldhouse and insti-
tute a recreational program in Washington Park for local black residents.60 
In 1948, Englestein worked with South Side merchants “to discuss ways of 
increasing community confidence in neighborhood business. In a unani
mous resolution they decided to compete in price, quality, assortment, and 
service with Loop and other outstanding stores.”61

In an address to executives and employees of the store, Mary McLeod 
Bethune saluted South Center for being “an outstanding institution” that 
“brings together people of all races in a common battle for justice and 
equality among men. . . . ​They have not asked for black people and white 
people, but just people who could produce” and help set “the tempo of 
the future.”62 Those who worked day in and day out at the department 
store—80 percent of whom were African American in 1948—generally held 
a different opinion, however. South Center’s black employees were victims 
of the same race ideology that afflicted downtown department stores. As 
one observer noted, South Center’s black employees “have been booted 
around and have been the most under-paid in the city.”63 They received 
lower wages and fewer benefits and opportunities for advancement than 
white employees at this and other Chicago department stores.64

As a result, South Center employees sought union representation. The 
earliest documented incident of South Center unionism occurred in 
May 1942, when approximately 80 percent of the store’s workforce “walked 
out over the question of the right to be represented by a union” of their 
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choosing. Workers vied for Department Store Employee Unions Local 291 
of the URWDSEU-CIO, while store owner Harry Englestein favored Local 
73 of the Building Service Employees Union (BSEU) of the AFL—a union 
that had already established a strong foothold in several State Street stores. 
Englestein “was willing to bargain with a union, it is said, but sought to 
secure AFL affiliation.” The BSEU, but more specifically the AFL, the Chicago 
Defender accused, would safeguard Englestein’s power and control. “The 
AFL [had been] brought into the store by [Englestein],” the paper insisted, 
“who preferred to sign a three-year back-door contract with the AFL giving 
the employes a $1 increase for three years rather than deal with a bonafide 
[sic] CIO union and grant real increases. He preferred an organization that 
had practiced color discrimination for years.”65

But workers remained wholeheartedly committed to Local 291. In fact, 
during the strike, the union “not only claim[ed] a majority but . . . ​
represent[ed] a majority of [South Center’s] employes,” according to Local 
291’s business manager.66 The strike lasted only five weeks, but the dispute 
continued for nearly a year. Finally, in late December 1942, it was decided 
that an election would be held no later than January  15. This election 
presented employees with the opportunity to cast their vote for their pre-
ferred bargaining agent and thus bring an end to the jurisdictional dis-
pute.67 Extant records strongly suggest that Local 291 won the election and 
continued to represent South Center workers until late 1948, when leader
ship was “shifted over to [USEU] Local 329 of the AFL in the hope that its 
additional bargaining power would gain . . . ​[them] substantially more.”68

And more they got. According to the South Center Unity newsletter, in 
late November 1948, “one hundred workers at the South Center Department 
Store joined our Local. They were dissatisfied with their long negotiations 
with management and a measly wage offer of $1. Within 9 days Local 329 
was able to boost the ante to a $3 raise, another $1 step-up the next year, 
and approximately $85 in back-pay to each member.”69 At this time, em-
ployees also aggressively demanded an end to race discrimination in job 
appointment and wages. With the notable exception of Richard Jones, 
whites had held most of the supervisory positions since the store opened, 
even if only in name, and received better wages and benefits, while African 
Americans worked in sales, offices, and maintenance positions at depressed 
wages and without many of the amenities extended to their white cowork-
ers. Additionally, white employees, even those eligible to join the union, 
were forbidden from doing so and, as nonunion people, were paid higher 
wages and received better benefits. This design benefited management 
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and was used to impede the maturation of a powerful interracial union. 
They demanded the “inclusion of so-called ‘assistant buyers’ in [the] union.” 
Union organizational director Sidney Lens explained, “Their rates are much 
higher than those of union members. These people are in reality salespeo-
ple, all white. [Harry] Englestein . . . ​is very touchy on this subject; claims 
he had trouble getting white help to come to that neighborhood, etc. Out-
side of one or two the assistant buyers are not really supervisory.”70

South Center employees also engaged in a lengthy battle to secure higher 
wages and commissions, a five-day, forty-hour workweek, paid leave, in-
surance, breakfast and supper money, and stronger seniority protection. 
Eager to meet this end, workers often called attention to Chicago’s ever-
increasing cost of living and justified their demands by paralleling their 
conditions to those of their counterparts in other comparable retail estab-
lishments as well as to industrial laborers—both of whom earned more than 
South Center employees and were offered better benefits. Industrial la-
borers, the union pointed out, were guaranteed a minimum rate of thirty 
dollars per week and a five-day, forty-hour workweek by law. To add insult 
to injury, the organization learned that South Center “wage scales are lower 
than in comparable stores in the rest of the city.”71 And it did not have to go 
far to prove this claim: “Every other contract of our Local Union,” South Cen-
ter employees showed, “has a 5-day 40 hour-workweek. Most outlying 
stores such as Goldblatt’s, Wieboldt’s, Hillman’s [a grocery chain], and 
others, and many Loop department stores, also operate on a 5-day 40-hour 
workweek.”72

Adding fuel to a raging fire was the continued wage disparity between 
black and white workers. In 1950, the starting wage for African American 
workers was $0.53 per hour. Wages were not much better for those who had 
devoted twenty years of service to South Center: they earned only $32.50 
per week and a supper stipend of $0.75, while whites received higher wages 
and $1.50 supper allowance.73 In an open letter to the public, the union 
explained “that [this] is evidence of racial discrimination. . . . ​Not only must 
they eat less on the job, they must continue the habit when they take home 
their less than $30 weekly wage. All of this, remember, while the cost of 
living in the Negro ghetto goes higher and higher.”74

After three months of difficult talks, South Center employees had inched 
closer to their ultimate goals. They negotiated $27.50 for a forty-two-hour 
workweek for all employees; newly hired and incoming workers would earn 
$24.50 per week for forty-two hours’ work during their probationary period 
and receive the aforementioned pay thereafter.75 More specifically, workers 
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were promised “a $2 overall increase, $2.75 for all employees with five years 
or more of service with the company, $2 increase on the minimum, a one-
half percent increase on commission rates for the shoe salesmen in addition 
to the $2 raise, a retrospective date on the aforementioned to February 1, 
1950, an increase on supper money to $1, and an attempt to mutually adjust 
the workers’ 6th day (one-half day of work) so that the time worked is in 
the morning rather than the present afternoon schedule,” with the intent 
of providing “an unbroken half day.”76 In return, the union agreed on a “no 
strike” clause, which provided “during the term of this agreement and for 
a period of 30 days after the expiration of this agreement, there shall be 
no strikes, work stoppages, diminution of work, slowdowns, suspension of 
or interference with work on the part of the Union or any of its members, 
nor shall there be any lockout on the part of the Employer on any account 
whatever.”77

Harry Englestein also promised that, should the store show moderate 
profits in 1950, he would give workers a five-day, forty-hour workweek in 
1951.78 But, as many expected, when the time came, Englestein reneged. He 
did, however, offer to shorten the workweek but only if “the forty hour week 
was to be at the same hourly pay as the forty-two hour week, plus a picayune 
2½ [cents] per hour.”79 Workers rejected his offer. Management then pro-
posed a one-dollar raise, as opposed to a wage decrease. Once again, em-
ployees rebuffed the proposal. They insisted that management could 
afford to provide a larger pay raise given that merchandise prices had 
increased 10–15 percent and that management regularly donated large sums 
to black churches and organizations.80

Unable to reach a peaceful settlement, South Center employees made 
preparations to strike. They consulted their union’s national office for ap-
proval. The general president William  L. McFetridge agreed not to veto 
any strike action but asked workers to partake in mediation before dem-
onstrating. With the intervention of a mediator, a settlement was reached 
in April 1951. The terms were a “five-day, forty-hour week, raises of $3 for 
selling and $3.50 for non-selling, over and above the reduction of hours, a 
$4 and $4.50 boost in minimum wages and other fringe issues,” including 
improved commissions in the furniture department, and a $1 attendance 
bonus to be provided as part of their regular wages. In a letter to Mc
Fetridge, Lens celebrated, “The money and workweek provisions are ex-
actly what we asked for when we began negotiations and we’re proud to 
say that this is the first independent outlying department store with a five 
day week.”81
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Despite this victory, tensions continued to mount between management 
and workers, and finally exploded to enormous portions in 1952. Complaints 
about the store’s feeble incentive system, supervisors (and in one instance 
a stockperson) selling in direct competition with salespeople, and, of course, 
“the main issue of more money?” persisted.82 Workers’ pay rates, they 
complained, were roughly $12 per week less than in downtown and other 
neighborhood stores.83 Hoping to end the wage discrepancies once and for 
all, a committee of South Center union representatives consisting of Virgie 
Mosley, Julia Blackwell, and Gladys Stevens, accompanied by their spokes-
man Sidney Lens, met with store executives Robert Mackie and Louise 
Connolly to demand “(1) changes in unit, (2) changes in hours and premium 
pay, (3) contract conditions, and (4) wages,” specifically a pay increase of 
$4.20 per week, in late March.84

A couple of weeks later, in early April, another meeting was held. 
However, only Lens was invited. Here, Mackie shared that officials were 
unwilling to agree to any demands until the union discharged union 
steward Virgie Mosley, who, management alleged, “is running the store.” A 
longtime employee, Mosley had worked at South Center since it opened. In 
1941, after nearly fourteen years of service, Mosley helped form the store 
union and remained central to its operation. Her dedication to workers’ 
rights and the union was celebrated among store employees and customers 
but often placed her at odds with management. Mackie and his wife, in par
ticular, held a strong dislike for Mosley, which often played out on the sales 
floor. For example, on one occasion, when Mosley learned that Mrs. Mackie, 
then a supervisor in the female accessories department, was mistreating 
personnel and insulting customers, Mosley organized a boycott, whereby 
all employees in Mrs.  Mackie’s department stopped working until she 
corrected her behavior.85 The union rejected the entire counterproposal, 
which, in addition to demanding the dismissal of Mosley, also provided for 
the extension of the present contract only if seniority was abrogated from 
contracts, and granted all store employees the right to sell.

By late April, negotiations had reached an impasse and the union had 
unanimously voted to authorize its committee to strike, should that become 
necessary. The two sides attempted mediation,86 but ultimately their in-
ability to reach an agreement led to a strike. Picketing commenced on 
May 15 at 7:00 a.m., with 80–90 employees out of 150 total and quickly 
gained the support of the entire South Side community. Local shop owners 
openly sympathized with the movement. Reverend A. P. Jackson of the 
Liberty Baptist Church visited the picket; other ministers called to wish 
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workers luck, and “at least ten ministers” told their congregations to respect 
the picket lines. Leaders of the CIO Transport Service Employees pledged 
their support. And the Chicago Enterprise and Chicago World newspapers 
wrote supportive editorials.87 Not everyone, however, was so encouraging. 
Days before the picket, the wife of one employee wrote to Mosley’s husband, 
asking that he “let” his wife “quit.” She stated: “Please let your wife quit so 
my husband won’t have to lose his job. I am sick and we have a family. If 
we don’t pay our rent we will [be] put outdoors. He need [sic] his job.”88

Two and half hours into the picketing, the demonstration hit a snag when 
“For Rent” signs were posted in the store windows and newspapers released 
the story that South Center was going out of business because it could not 
meet the union’s demands. Management reported that employees wanted 
exorbitant wage increases of $74,000. Union leaders accused the company 
of spreading false information. Workers wanted $15,000 in wage increases; 
the store was willing to provide only $7,000. The 1952 strike, however, was 
not the first time Englestein threatened to sell the store. In April 1947, after 
employees went on strike for an eight-dollar raise on their twenty-two-dollar 
minimum wages, he posted a “For Sale” sign in the window and began 
negotiating to dispose of stock.89 The same tactic was also employed during 
a labor dispute in 1950.

However, unlike the previous incidents, the posting of the “For Rent” 
signs was not a trick or gimmick. Englestein was, in fact, preparing to sell 
South Center Department Store. He commented, “I’m not kidding, this is 
the end. An auctioneer will inventory the business today and I’ll sell it to 
the highest bidder.” Immediately, union members voted to end the strike 
and began entertaining the possibility of forming a corporation to buy the 
business and rent space in the building. Ten days later, on May 26, the 
committee met with Englestein. He affirmed that he would sell the store but 
only if the union agreed to the conditions offered in April, including the 
dismissal of Mosley, and made this a condition of the sale.90

Workers dug in their heels and filed a complaint with the National Labor 
Relations Board (NLRB). In their charge, they alleged that Harry Englestein 
engaged in unfair labor and bargaining practices and failed to pay employees 
their regular and vacation pay during the months the store prepared to 
close—despite spending $23,000 preparing for the anniversary sale and 
$6,710 on eleven full-page advertisements in one newspaper alone during 
the settlement process and as he prepared to sell South Center. Eventu-
ally the NLRB ruled in favor of the employees and ordered Englestein to 
pay a settlement of $4,000. This settlement was distributed among sixty-
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seven employees. (During the dispute, several workers secured other work, 
likely making them ineligible to share in the settlement; these workers, how-
ever, continued to aid in the cause.)91

South Center employees also applied for unemployment compensation 
with the NLRB. They claimed that they had been forced out of work, insist-
ing that, once the store announced its closing, workers ceased all protest 
activities and were ready and available to work. Instead, Englestein relied 
on extra employees and supervisors to take inventory and prepare for the 
sale of South Center. Upon learning this, Lens wrote Englestein to call his 
attention to “the fact that this is work that should be done and is ordinarily 
done by the regular crew. Demand is hereby made that this inventory work 
be assigned to members of the union at the store who ordinarily do it.” 
Further, he claimed that Englestein’s “failure to use them” was a “dis-
criminatory act.”92 In June 1952, with Englestein unwilling to employ union 
members, the Illinois Division of Unemployment Compensation ruled that 
South Center employees were eligible for unemployment compensation 
because their unemployment was due to the company’s decision to termi-
nate its operations, not a work stoppage due to a labor dispute.93

South Center employees finally returned to work in late June, when 
Morris Berman and Morris Bloomberg of Meadows Mercantile Corporation 
purchased and reopened South Center Department Store. Prior to the re-
opening, the new owners signed a contract with Local 329, welcoming the 
return of Englestein’s former employees, including Mosley and those who 
demonstrated, and providing a four dollar increase for all store employees.94 
Nearly one month later, management reported that sales were up 5 percent 
compared with the same period during the previous year.95

The acquisition of South Center by Berman and Bloomberg did not end 
the struggle for fair employment. Throughout the 1950s, the South Center 
union continued to press for higher wages and better benefits and work 
conditions. In 1963, ownership changed once again when African American 
cosmetic mogul S. B. Fuller and Chicago Defender owner John Sengstacke 
purchased the department store, renaming it Fuller Department Store. 
Sengstacke remarked, “This is just the first of many examples to follow of 
Negroes crossing political and all other lines to cooperate on the basic matter 
of working together in business. We should have been doing this years ago. 
This is just the beginning.”96 But soon thereafter, as Fuller began to face 
serious financial trouble, the store fell on hard times. Things only got worse 
“when a Chicago social worker accused him of extending credit to welfare 
clients, which was against welfare regulations. The social worker urged his 
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customers on welfare not to honor their debts to his department store, which 
cost more than $1 million and eventually led to him losing the store.”97

Although the department store unions discussed here most directly affected 
those laboring or seeking to labor in New York and Chicago stores, their 
efforts were widely felt and would shape the direction of department store 
campaigns in the 1950s and 1960s. Perhaps their most important influence 
was simply to demonstrate the potential for labor organizations’ participa-
tion in the department store movement beyond those two cities. That influ-
ence was also prefigured as early as 1942  in the Atlanta Daily World’s 
delighted reaction to the success of union efforts to institute merit hiring at 
Macy’s. “We believe,” the editors wrote, “that right here in the South, espe-
cially in metropolitan centers like Atlanta, New Orleans, Birmingham, 
Memphis, and Nashville, much practical good [could] be accomplished 
through such a policy. Certainly there would be a substantial increase in 
the patronage of Negroes to such stores, and too, such stores would be 
making wholesome contribution to interracial understanding and ap-
preciation for the true worth of Negro talent and ability.” By the 1960s, 
unions—retail, garment, and otherwise—would be involved in sit-in dem-
onstrations at F. W. Woolworth Company stores in the American South.98

The department store unions in New York and Chicago in the 1940s and 
1950s also pioneered in their willingness to tackle racial discrimination on 
behalf of both workers and consumers in the marketplace, rather than 
ignore the latter issues or bequeath them to prominent civil rights organ
izations. These unions sometimes worked without the assistance of civil 
rights organizations, and sometimes they worked closely with these organ
izations to shape the contours of this movement. Regardless of which 
approach they took, department store unions were able to capitalize on their 
unique vantage as insiders—a vantage that permitted them to not only 
dismantle racially discriminatory hiring practices but also foster camara-
derie between white and black workers. This camaraderie, in particular, 
allowed African Americans to transition into sales and office work without 
too much resistance and contest any future impediments to their success 
and advancement.

Although the postwar era saw the precipitous decline in the idea of unions 
and the New Deal bargaining system, the acceleration of household 
consumption—stimulated by the collapse of the “old regime” of share-
cropping and tenancy and continued urban migration within as well as out 
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of the South—swelled the pent-up consumption demands of African Amer-
icans. As a result, activists targeted department stores and other places of 
consumption in unprecedented ways and intensity. They launched notable 
department store campaigns in Pittsburgh, Philadelphia, Washington, D.C., 
and Charlotte, among other cities, throughout the remainder of the twenti-
eth century. But the movement did more than just spread. More and more, 
it addressed the concerns and needs of African Americans as both consum-
ers and workers, skillfully forcing onto the American public their demands 
for full and equal access to the employment, recreations, and conveniences 
of the modern, urban middle-class life increasingly associated with Ameri-
can citizenship. Ironically, however, black demands for access to all of this 
came at the cusp of the beginning of the decline of the kind of shopping ex-
perience traditionally associated with department stores, underscoring 
that the movement was concerned with not only democratization but also 
broad access to a kind of class-marked experience—being served as well as 
owning goods.



4	 The Department Store Movement  
in the Postwar Era

In May 1945, as the Allies cemented their victory over Germany, celebrations 
erupted throughout Europe and the United States. Crowds took to the streets 
and strangers kissed in elation, while cheers and parades welcomed ser
vicemen and servicewomen returning home. African Americans, too, par-
took in the festivities. But as they happily reunited with their loved ones 
and commemorated the occasion, they were occupied by questions about 
what the forthcoming state of peace would hold. “What are our chances of 
getting a job after the war? Have they stopped jim crowing us from res-
taurants and amusement places like they used to before the war?” return-
ing soldiers asked.1 Had the nation learned anything from its battle against 
fascism? Will the inroads made in the workplace and the marketplace en-
dure? What measures must we take to prevent undesirable outcomes?

African Americans and their white allies certainly had reason to worry. 
After World War I, blacks employed in war agencies and defense industries 
were laid off. Black unemployment and economic deficiencies skyrocketed 
as a result. Reconversion after the second global conflict did not produce 
the same outcomes, as “most African American men hired during the 
war retained their toehold in northern labor markets.” Skilled black male 
workers—the majority of whom were employed in war agencies and 
production—were hard hit by postwar layoffs, however. They struggled to 
secure comparable work, as a result of racial discrimination and segrega-
tion, and labor market segmentation. Black female workers had an especially 
tough time. “Many employers used a two-tiered seniority system, with 
women at the bottom. In the rush to provide employment for returning 
veterans, even the most progressive unions displaced women workers,” 
forcing them to return to domestic and other service sector jobs that offered 
no benefits or security.2

At department stores, merchants fired black workers to provide em-
ployment to returning white veterans and white saleswomen who had 
left for higher-paying defense work during the war but were discharged 
thereafter. Others simply tightened their grip on racially discriminatory 
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practices, believing that returning servicemen of color, now more confident 
and vocal about the abuses of American racism, needed to be put back “in 
their place.” For example, in 1944, Brys Department Store in Memphis 
dismissed its eight black elevator operators and hired white operators in 
their stead. The white operators were promised eighteen dollars per week—
six dollars more than the store had paid its black operators—and the in-
stallation of stools in each elevator car (a comfort not provided black 
operators) to prevent exhaustion from standing all day.3 In New York City, 
a hub for department store integration during wartime, few stores expressed 
an interest in increasing their employment of African American sales and 
office workers and executives, when talking with the New York Urban 
League (NYUL) of Women Shoppers in late 1945.4 And, at Thalhimers, 
returning servicemen of color found that neither the skills that they acquired 
in the armed forces nor the sentiments of a war for democracy translated 
into better work opportunities. Robert Scott was assigned to his old job as 
deliveryman, despite serving as a personnel clerk in the armed forces; 
Powell Williams returned to his delivery department after working as head 
telephone operator for the U.S. Army; and Bishop Gordon was restored to 
the maintenance department after serving as a private first class and the 
assistant to the chaplain in the Marine Corps, where he led religious services 
and assisted with clerical tasks.5

In response, countless men and women, blacks and whites, expressed 
their profound disappointment that, while the war against fascism may have 
been won, the war against American racism, or rather the war for democ-
racy at home, was far from over. Department stores remained key battle-
grounds and took on greater significance as black purchasing power had 
reached an unprecedented level of $8–$9 million by 1947 and the relation-
ship between consumption and citizenship had changed.6 American citi-
zens were now told that it was their civic responsibility to spend, a drastic 
turnabout from wartime instructions that they should refrain from frivo-
lous spending and conserve their money. In the late 1940s, “the growing 
dominance of Keynesian economics within influential business, govern-
ment, and labor circles put more emphasis on the power of total consumer 
spending—to determine everything from employment to economic growth.”7 
Racial restrictions, however, continued to limit African American access 
to and participation in the consumer sphere and by extension their citizen-
ship; but postwar ideas about consumption and citizenship positioned 
African Americans to challenge racial segregation and discrimination in the 
marketplace like never before.
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For the most part, the department store movement remained a fight for 
jobs in the immediate postwar era, taking on consumer issues as it saw fit. 
This phase of the movement marked a period of preliminary testing that 
would eventually lead to militant protests in the 1950s and 1960s. Under 
the leadership of the National Urban League (NUL) and the American 
Friends Service Committee (AFSC), the movement relied on intercultural 
education and moral exhortations. Emblematic of racial liberalism and the 
early civil rights movement, the NUL and the AFSC believed that if re-
spectable blacks and white community leaders simply asked store officials 
to hire African Americans in sales and clerical positions, they would, and 
after that “their attitudes about integrated workplaces and African Ameri
cans generally would change,” helping them “topple barriers in other in-
dustries and locations.”8

The NUL and the AFSC were armed with new allies and weapons in their 
fight to end race discrimination in the workplace in the postwar era: the 
law and science. In March 1945, seven months before the war officially 
ended, New York became the first state to enact a fair employment law 
to promote merit hiring and investigate charges of employment discrimi-
nation. New Jersey (1945), Massachusetts (1946), and Connecticut (1947) 
soon followed suit, and by 1960, thirty-five states and over two hundred 
cities had ratified fair employment commissions and laws, all the while 
legislative bills calling for a permanent Fair Employment Practices Commis-
sion (FEPC) died in the U.S. Congress in 1945 and again in 1950. In 1948, 
the Massachusetts Fair Employment Commission received a complaint 
that a Boston store refused to hire an experienced African American woman 
in sales and instead wanted to employ her as an elevator operator. Over the 
course of the commission’s investigation, it discovered that this Boston 
store, in fact, did not employ any African American salespeople, and sub-
sequently pressured store officials to hire fourteen black saleswomen and 
two black salesmen. The New Jersey Fair Employment Commission not 
only investigated complaints of employment discrimination but also held 
conferences with business leaders to persuade them to integrate their work-
forces. The commission touted that after one convention, a merchant hired 
three black salesclerks and expressed a willingness to hire more should 
neighboring stores also adopt merit hiring.9

Social scientists supplied the second weapon: scientific proof that the 
hiring of African American sales workers in department stores would not 
harm business.10 The psychologist Gerhart Saenger and the sociologist Emily 
Gilbert investigated white customers’ reactions to African American sales 
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workers at large New York City department stores. They found that while 
prejudice informed whites’ reactions to the employment of black sales 
personnel, it did not affect their buying habits or result in a loss of custom-
ers, as many department store managers had long claimed. Study partici-
pants, even those most resistant to integration, did not eschew buying from 
African American salesclerks and even testified that the service provided 
by these workers of color was of the same quality as that provided by 
white sales personnel. For many, the need or desire to purchase merchan-
dise overrode their prejudice against black clerks, while the proliferation 
of self-service retailing minimized worker-customer interactions and eased 
their acceptance of integrated sales forces.11 Another study conducted by 
John Harding and Russell Hogrefe revealed that white employees at “two 
leading department stores in a large Eastern city” did not quit when African 
Americans were hired in sales and clerical positions; instead, they remained 
and cordially worked with their new coworkers of color. “Equal status work 
contact,” Harding and Hogrefe stated, “produced a large increase in will-
ingness to work with Negroes on an equal basis”; but shared work, they 
also found, did not yield any “significant change in willingness to accept 
other relationships with them.”12

As the NUL and the AFSC tackled job discrimination, the Congress of 
Racial Equality (CORE), the National Association for the Advancement of 
Colored People (NAACP), and others struggled to end the “Jim Crowing” 
of African Americans in public accommodations. In early 1945, the Balti-
more Afro-American celebrated that in New York and other northern cities, 
“many restaurants and amusements which were formerly closed to him, 
now [are] catering for his money.”13 Black purchasing power had grown 
enormously and merchants wanted their share, of course. Merchants also 
were motivated to serve blacks in states and locales that had ratified legis-
lation outlawing discrimination in public accommodations and amuse-
ments by the mid-1940s.

But the Afro-American overstated the situation and may have been overly 
optimistic. Many public accommodations gladly accepted black dollars, but 
a great many still refused to serve African Americans either entirely or 
with dignity or respect. And in this economic milieu, one that encour-
aged spending, it did not take long before racial conflict erupted between 
white workers and black customers in retail establishments. CORE and 
the NAACP—while lending support to labor initiatives—leveraged the 
new relationship between citizenship and consumption and new antidis-
crimination laws to publicly advocate on behalf of black customers and 
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challenge race discrimination in stores. CORE, in particular, embraced 
more militant tactics, boycotting and protesting retailers that treated their 
customers as second-class citizens, while the NAACP sought redress in the 
courts, filing lawsuits on behalf of African Americans whose consumer 
rights had been violated.

Now that blacks had some answers to their initial questions on postwar 
life, what should they expect from the department store movement? Would 
the movement—one that appeared to have virtually split black employment 
from consumption in the immediate postwar era—be effective? How quickly 
would progress be made? And how might the movement, which mobilized 
impressive campaigns in Philadelphia, Chicago, New York, and other north-
ern and western cities, impact blacks in the South?

Integrating Department Store Work in the  
Era of Racial Liberalism

From the mid-1940s through the early 1950s, the NUL and the AFSC believed 
that integration would be simple, that people were inherently decent and 
reasonable, that people of color simply needed to be taught respectability 
and provided occupational training, that racists needed only to be educated 
about African Americans and meet “respectable” blacks, and given all this, 
American racism would fall. They felt certain that protest and demonstra-
tions would portray African Americans as antagonistic, combative, and 
intimidating, and do little more than agitate and repulse whites. They 
“reasoned” that once white employers and customers met respectable black 
people, they would feel comfortable hiring them in the “highly visible” and 
skilled role of sales worker and in the white space of the selling floor. Then 
whites’ “attitudes about integrated workplaces and African Americans 
generally would change” and help “topple barriers in other industries and 
locations.”14 They would eventually learn that their plan had its faults: 
persuasion meetings were an important element in the integration process, 
but relying almost solely on this tactic would prove tedious and mostly 
produce tokenism. Persuasion required the real threat and actualization of 
protest, if any substantial transformation were to occur in the workplace.

The NUL’s involvement in the department store movement is not sur-
prising. For the first half of the twentieth century, the placement of African 
Americans in skilled and semiskilled blue-collar jobs and white-collar oc-
cupations, as well as black community development and housing, was a 
primary concern for the league. According to NUL historian Touré F. Reed, 
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the league promoted social science theory over structural remedies for dis-
crimination and advocated behavioral modification and voluntarist ar-
rangements as the keys to elevating the social and economic condition of 
African Americans and “bridging physical and psychological divisions 
between the races.” The NUL “offered blacks moral and vocational training 
intended to enhance their efficiency and attentiveness in both workplace 
and community,” and “encouraged employers, unions, and landlords to open 
jobs and housing to blacks.”15

The league’s employment initiatives began at its inception in 1910. Its 
attention to blacks in white-collar jobs, including department store sales and 
clerical positions, however, did not garner much momentum until the 1930s, 
when its branches provided adult education and vocational training—
sometimes in concert with black universities and colleges and federal 
agencies—and maintained local job registration bureaus. The league’s New 
York branch was so invested in this cause that its job bureau registered 
white-collar workers all day, every day, and allocated only one day a week 
to the placement of domestic and menial workers. Still, in the face of a 
sluggish economy and pervasive Jim Crow laws, the NUL, specifically its 
New York and Chicago branches, succeeded in placing a handful of African 
Americans in sales and clerical jobs in businesses and the public sector. The 
organization experienced greater success in the 1940s, “when new possi-
bilities were engendered by the combination of expanding job opportu-
nities heralded by the Second World War and the League’s improved 
financial status.”16

In the postwar era, the league, with financial backing from the Rosenwald 
Fund, created the Pilot Placement Project in 1948. According to Reed, 
“Pilot differed from its predecessors in two significant ways[: it] repre-
sented the first successful attempt to standardize the job placement activities 
already being carried out by League locals[; and it] finally equipped the 
NUL with the tools to erect a national system of ‘clearance’ allowing the 
League to direct skilled Afro-Americans to jobs equal to their talents and 
training, irrespective of location.”17

The Pilot program aimed to place “qualified” and “specially trained” 
African Americans, many of whom had been laid off after the war, in oc-
cupations traditionally closed to them and reflective, or rather a reaffir-
mation, of their middle-class status. Not only did it seek to improve the 
material condition of African Americans, but the program also sought to 
create a “substantial middle class” that could “carry the load of the great 
masses below them” and dispel whites of their preconceived notions of black 
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inferiority and fears about race integration and equality.18 To meet this end, 
Pilot pursued four time-honored actions: first, it located African Americans 
trained in a number of fields requiring technical and professional education; 
second, the program targeted private businesses in need of trained, pro-
fessional workers and gently persuaded them to hire qualified blacks; 
third, league members screened and placed black workers in jobs equal to 
their talents; and, finally, they held follow-up conversations with employers 
and new hires to determine job performance and reception.

Many NUL branches applied this approach to department stores, which 
were thriving, profitable, and key sites of American middle-class formation 
in the mid-twentieth century. In 1946, the league determined that 4,100 
department stores existed in the nation, 304 of which were located in 
thirteen major metropolitan areas with significant black populations. Each 
of these stores, the organization also learned, employed hundreds of work-
ers and sold billions in merchandise every year—both figures, the NUL 
presumed, would soar in the postwar years.19 Armed with this information, 
branches prepared for battle: they conducted additional research on their 
local department stores, sent influential community members to meet with 
store officials and heads of local merchandising associations, recruited white 
organizations and leading industrialists, launched sticker and letter-writing 
campaigns, held training courses in merchandising and retailing, and 
pushed for stores to integrate during the Christmas and Easter shopping 
seasons (when the demand for workers was great)—and only when all else 
failed did they organize mass demonstrations.20

NUL branches often collaborated with other organizations, including 
newly established antidiscrimination employment commissions, to disman-
tle racial barriers in retail and other industries. For example, the NYUL 
joined forces with the New York State Commission against Discrimina-
tion, which was established by the 1945 Ives-Quinn Antidiscrimination 
bill and facilitated the upward mobility of countless black women. To-
gether, and in only a few years, they had reduced the number of African 
American women working as domestics from 64 to 36  percent and in-
creased the presence of black women in sales and clerical jobs from 3 to 
13 percent.21

One of the most highly publicized and successful NUL department store 
campaigns involved the Pittsburgh Urban League (PUL) in partnership with 
the Pittsburgh Interracial Action Council (PIAC), an organization of blacks, 
whites, Christians, and Jews “interested in solving local interracial prob
lems on a practical level.” In early 1945, the PIAC set out to place “qualified” 
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African Americans in sales positions and end discrimination against black 
customers who were routinely denied the courtesy of trying on clothes in 
the city’s “Big Five” department stores—Kaufmann’s, Horne’s, Frank and 
Seder, Rosenbaum, and Gimbels. Initially the PIAC believed that ending race 
discrimination would be “none-too-difficult” given the wartime actions of 
New York and Boston department stores. However, its hopes were quickly 
dashed when, upon meeting with store officials, the organization learned 
that officials pontificated about, and may have even believed in, fair em-
ployment and customer service but refused to integrate out of fear of 
alienating their white employees and customers. The PIAC then polled white 
salesclerks and customers, hoping that its findings would dispel the prej-
udices and fears of the retailers. The PIAC poll revealed that 85 percent of 
the buying public did not object to being served by “qualified clerks whose 
skins happened to be tinted,” and 75 percent of white clerks “expressed their 
willingness to see qualified Negroes in these jobs.” The organization also 
had customers and salespeople pledge their support in writing. But when 
the PIAC presented its findings to store officials, none were swayed to make 
any changes.22

By 1946, “it [had become] painfully obvious that the stores intended to 
kill the[se] peaceful efforts by simply ignoring them.” Subsequently, the 
PIAC recruited the support of the PUL, the NAACP, Congress of Industrial 
Organizations (CIO), the Pittsburgh Courier, unions, and over a dozen other 
civil rights organizations and formed the Committee for Fair Employment 
in Pittsburgh Department Stores. With a combined membership of more 
than 5,000 people, the committee distributed handbills in front of store en-
trances, on downtown street corners, and on trolleys and buses entering and 
leaving Pittsburgh’s shopping district. Thousands of postcards and telegrams 
protesting the “un-Americanism of the hiring policies” flooded stores. 
Protesters tied up telephone switchboards with calls urging managements 
to integrate, while others canceled their charge accounts.23

But store officials continued to ignore and resist the committee’s peaceful 
persuasions. The committee took the “drastic step” of organizing picket lines 
and telegraphed the mayor to inform him of its intentions. The mayor begged 
the committee to delay picketing until he could convene a meeting with 
store representatives and the committee. The two parties met four times 
throughout January 1947. At each meeting, store officials offered to study 
the problem, to the dismay of the committee, while picketers stood outside, 
prepared to start demonstrating if their demands were not met. Finally, after 
the fourth and final meeting in late January, with news of the movement 
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widely publicized by the national news media, the “Big Five” conceded and 
released the following statement: “There will be no discrimination in up-
grading and employing Negroes from this day forward. Because of different 
problems which exist in the stores there will not be . . . ​simultaneous hiring. 
Negro applicants will take the same chances as whites. They will be hired 
and upgraded on their ability and fitness for the job. Negro employees al-
ready on the job will be given all the opportunities that white employees are 
given for upgrading. While there is still the problem of customer acceptance 
to be studied in certain stores, the practice will be that of no discrimina-
tion.”24 The “Big Five” also agreed to consult the committee with the se
lection and hiring of African American salesclerks and follow its advice on 
how to correctly integrate them on the selling floor.

As a result, ten black salespeople—most of whom were employed as 
temporary workers—were initially hired in four of the five department 
stores. Only one store complained that customers objected to its new hires; 
the remaining stores “professed to be pleased with the results.” Two of these 
“pleased” stores were Frank and Seder and Kaufmann’s. Frank and Seder 
hired an African American student from the University of Pittsburgh’s 
Bureau of Retail Training to supervise the store’s men’s and boy’s clothing 
department. The new supervisor managed eighteen to twenty-five employ-
ees “along with other matters connected to selling.” Another student from 
the University’s Bureau of Retail Training reportedly performed well “in 
various phases of selling and supervision at Kaufmanns.”25 The committee 
also negotiated the promotions of several African American menial work-
ers. Some workers welcomed the opportunity to work on the selling floor 
because of its meaning and the promise of advancement. Others, how-
ever, were disappointed to learn that a promotion did not translate into 
higher pay or more regular work and, as result, chose to remain in their 
current positions.26

During this period, and nearly 300 miles east of Pittsburgh, the AFSC 
headquarters in Philadelphia was also anxious about racial progress and 
shared a similar mission and approach to that of the NUL. In 1943, the 
Quaker organization established the Race Relations Committee to focus on 
race and democracy. It, and the AFSC more broadly, eschewed radical 
activism and strongly advocated education as an effective path to racial 
equality. Specifically, it insisted that “the best way to bridge gulfs of 
prejudice and fear is not so much to take them directly as to bring various 
groups together in common work, recreation, and workshop.”27 As the Race 
Relations Committee developed, soldiers were returning to civilian life, 
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leading to increasing concern about the economic difficulties facing African 
Americans in the postwar years and the founding of the Jobs Placement 
Program in early 1945. The program, according to one scholar, “was well 
timed, arriving just as business leaders and scholars were extolling ‘social 
responsibility’—which included hiring nonwhites.” It was headed by Uni-
versity of Pennsylvania professor Frank Loescher and sought “to provide 
employment opportunities for trained Negroes of skill and promise in fields 
not traditionally open to Negroes—when all races may work creatively and 
harmoniously together.” The AFSC’s Jobs Program also aimed to “create [a] 
better understanding” between the races and change “the white man’s 
attitudes and beliefs [about African Americans] . . . ​by giv[ing] white 
clerical, technical, and professional people the experience of working with 
Negroes of similar backgrounds and interests.”28

Several months later, in October 1945, the program formed the Commit-
tee on Fair Employment Practices in Department Stores (CEPDS) in Philadel-
phia. The committee was a diverse coalition that married the goals and 
efforts of the AFSC’s Race Relations Committee and Jobs Placement Pro-
gram, CORE, the Pennsylvania NAACP, the Council for Equal Job Opportu-
nity, the Armstrong Association of Philadelphia, the Southwest-Belmont 
Branch of the YWCA, the Women’s International League, the American 
Jewish Congress, the Fellowship of Reconciliation, Friend’s Committee 
on Race Relations, the West Philadelphia Civic League, the United People’s 
Action Committee, the Germantown YWCA, and the Fellowship House. 
One year later, the Retail Clerks International Protective Association 
joined the CEPDS.29

Starting the CEPDS, however, did not mean that the Jobs Placement 
Program became unconcerned with other types of work. Instead, activists 
hoped that, by focusing on a single occupation, the program might “create 
sufficient publicity” and “rivet public attention on racial discrimination in 
employment and thus possibly assist the legislative efforts then underway.” 
The committee worked to create positive publicity by quietly convincing 
store officials that the hiring of African American sales and clerical workers 
not only would be well received by their customers and staffs but also would 
be “safe . . . ​[and] profitable.” In other words, the department store com-
mittee believed that by simply asking store officials to adopt merit hiring 
and promising no mass demonstrations or bad publicity—that would be 
inconvenient and harmful to store profits and image—department stores 
would gradually employ African Americans in sales and clerical positions. 
The committee then presumed that, once hired, African Americans would 
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be accepted, or simply go unnoticed, as long as they performed well. 
Management, in turn, would see the proverbial light, abandon its prejudiced 
attitudes, and hire more blacks in positions of responsibility. Thereafter, the 
committee believed, interracial tensions in and outside the workplace would 
be alleviated.30

Initially, the committee targeted Philadelphia’s most prominent down-
town department stores: Strawbridge & Clothier, John Wanamaker’s, Gim-
bel Brothers, N. Snellenburg, Lit Brothers, Bonwit Teller, Stern’s, and Frank 
and Seder. The first five stores lined Market Street, a historic and major 
thoroughfare in the city, while the remaining three were located within 
walking distance. Strawbridge’s and Wanamaker’s were the oldest and, 
with Bonwit’s, represented the high end of retailing; Gimbel’s, Snellen-
burg’s, and Lit Brothers were mid-to-upscale stores; and Stern’s and Seder’s 
were modest retail institutions. All of these stores welcomed African Ameri
can patrons in all areas of their business, including dressing rooms and 
public restrooms, because they were legally obligated to under the condi-
tions set by the 1935 Pennsylvania Equal Rights Law. But in practice, black 
customers were often not well received or treated fairly. African Ameri-
cans were welcomed in Stern’s and frequented it more regularly as a result, 
while Strawbridge’s, Wanamaker’s, and Bonwit’s openly expressed disdain 
toward blacks and did not have a significant black customer base.31

Between 1945 and 1948, the Philadelphia committee partook in a series 
of “friendly conversations” with store officials. Initial conversations sought 
to reassure officials that the committee was in no way trying to wreak havoc 
but was simply gathering information in behalf of their “Negro friends” who 
were looking for employment. In subsequent conversations, the committee 
gingerly pressured officials to place African Americans in white-collar jobs. 
It often came armed with evidence to support its cause. Some of this 
evidence included social science research, committee-sponsored surveys 
and studies, and opinion polls. One poll involving 956 shoppers revealed 
that 60 percent were agreeable to African American salesclerks, 32 percent 
disliked the prospect, and 8 percent were unsure. Another study on small 
stores with interracial sales and clerical staffs concluded that everyone 
“worked amicably together” and their integration was in no way detri-
mental to business.32

Despite this information, the majority of store officials rejected inte-
gration, insisting that it would repel “customers,” a term they used to refer 
exclusively to white people, and damage store profits. But a few stores 
were intrigued. They “seemed impressed by the examples of department 
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stores in other cities such as New York, Boston, and Hartford, Connecticut, 
which [had] hired Negroes without unfavorable reaction on the part of 
their customers and other employees, and . . . ​seemed thoughtful when 
the difference between the ideal of equality of opportunity in the United 
States and the fact of inequality [was] pointed out.”33

On a scale of most agreeable to least, Stern’s stood at one end and 
Wanamaker’s was on the other end. Stern’s was most open to integration and 
seemed willing to do so immediately. Its Jewish owners, the AFSC sur-
mised, were not only inspired by the Quaker tradition but also valued the 
profits earned from black patronage. However, Stern’s was unwilling to 
take this step unless other Philadelphia department stores did the same. 
Wanamaker’s, on the other hand, proved much more difficult to convince. 
In January 1946, Marjorie Swann and William K. Hefner, CEPDS and CORE 
members, interviewed Wanamaker’s personnel manager and the manager’s 
assistant about the store’s hiring policies. Both officials explained that “they 
had been gradually working Negro employees into all capacities of the store 
and that now there were only [two] capacities closed to Negroes: (1) office 
help, and (2) sales clerks.” But they had no plans to open these fields because 
of the prospect of negative customer response. Black stock clerks, wrap-
pers, and cashiers hired during wartime proved irresponsible, they ar-
gued. Their decision, retailers insisted, was bolstered by the Market Street 
Store Association’s agreement not to hire African American sales person-
nel. Wanamaker’s personnel manager, however, believed “that in time 
[blacks] would be accepted . . . ​but not in the near future. . . . ​Such a change 
must not be rushed or come about under pressure.”34

Negotiations with the remaining six department stores were equally as 
frustrating. Several stores placed the responsibility of integration on the 
Philadelphia Merchants Association; the association, then, placed the issue 
back on the stores. In the early spring of 1946, having grown tired of this 
back-and-forth, Loescher and CEPDS chair Charles Shorter asked Straw-
bridge’s president Herbert J. Tily to arrange a meeting between the CEPDS 
and Howard Cooper Johnson, Strawbridge’s vice president and Philadel-
phia Merchants Association president. Tily promised to set up the meeting 
and be in touch.

Tily, however, failed to keep his word. Two months later, after many 
unsuccessful attempts to speak with Tily and Johnson, Loescher finally 
reached Johnson on the telephone. Although Loescher was hoping for a 
face-to-face meeting, he was ultimately pleased to have an opportunity to 
convince Johnson that the Merchants Association should encourage 
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downtown stores to adopt merit hiring. Loescher thoughtfully detailed the 
predicament of black workers in Philadelphia, tried to assuage Johnson’s 
fears that integration would alienate white customers, and explained the 
procedure involved and the benefits reaped by New York and Boston de-
partment stores that began employing African Americans in sales and 
offices during wartime. He then asked Johnson for advice on how to get 
Philadelphia stores to follow suit. But, as he was asking, Johnson abruptly 
interjected, stating that neither the Department Store Committee nor the 
AFSC had “any business telling employers what they should do.” Loe-
scher tried to explain that these groups were only trying to help and in-
vited Johnson to meet with committee representatives. Johnson refused. 
Loescher then tried to arrange a time for the committee to present its 
concerns before the Merchants Association. “Absolutely not,” Johnson 
replied.35

At this juncture, Johnson boasted that he was a “birthright Friend,” 
implying that this status provided him with special influence that could be 
leveraged to endanger Loescher’s job. Loescher pressed on and tried to 
impress on Johnson the gravity of the situation, explaining that if “a peace-
ful means of working this out are not found, there could be such situations 
as happened in New York where pressure methods were used on stores, 
such as picketing.” Johnson’s temper flared and he angrily accused “the 
AFSC of threatening Strawbridge and Clothier.” Loescher adamantly denied 
making any threats and tried once more to convince Johnson to consider 
meeting with the CEPDS. As their telephone exchange continued, Loescher 
discerned that he was only upsetting the vice president and politely ended 
the conversation about thirty minutes after its start.36

By late summer of 1946, the CEPDS had met with every Philadelphia 
department store but had made little progress. Then, in early September, it 
tried a new approach: the committee sent Mosetta Freeman to apply for 
open sales jobs. Freeman was a junior college graduate with three years of 
work experience as a supervisor in a mail-order house. Her application was 
accepted at Strawbridge’s, Snellenburg’s, and Stern’s, but none of these retail 
establishments called her for an interview. She also applied for a sales 
position at Seder’s, where the personnel officer told her that the store “hired 
colored” but there were no current openings and she was never called for 
an interview. Lit Brothers was the sole store to invite Freeman for an in-
terview. But, as she learned during their meeting, the retailer was interested 
in hiring her only to work at the fountain in the store basement. Freeman 
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graciously declined and asked about clerical openings. Once again, she was 
told that there were no current openings but would be notified when a posi-
tion became available. And, again, she never was.37

The committee, however, remained undeterred. In late September it sent 
four more black women to apply for advertised sales and clerical positions, 
only to run into similar roadblocks. Strawbridge’s stated that it had “no 
openings for salesgirls” and offered one woman a job as a packer and an-
other a job as a stock clerk. Strawbridge’s, Seder’s, and Lit Brothers told the 
two other women that they did not hire blacks for sales and office positions, 
only in the stock department, and refused to consider ending their discrimi-
natory hiring policies. The committee widely publicized the experiences of 
these women, hoping to pressure and embarrass merchants. But again, it 
did not produce the desired effect.

After one year of relentless campaigning by the committee, Gimbel’s was 
the only department store that amended its hiring policy. Sometime in the 
autumn of 1946, and unbeknownst to the CEPDS, Gimbel’s hired a black 
cashier in its oilcloth department. For nearly eight or nine months before 
this hire, the committee had been holding routine persuasion meetings 
with store management, but it was the threat of mass demonstration that 
pushed the retailer to hire a black sales worker. Before Labor Day, the re-
tailer placed a job advertisement in the newspaper, stating that it was look-
ing to hire 24 saleswomen. One day later, 1,200 people flooded the store’s 
personnel office; 400 of these applicants were African American. Astound-
ingly, Gimbel’s met with all the applicants and quickly got them out of the 
personnel office.

African Americans, however, reacted unfavorably to the newspaper 
advertisement and management’s perfunctory consideration of their ap-
plications. Their reaction sparked fear that Philadelphians of color might 
retaliate with pickets and boycotts, and compelled store executive Arthur 
Kaufmann to take action.38 He called a meeting with department heads and 
salespeople to assess their sentiments about desegregation. Gimbel’s sales 
forces, in particular, loathed the idea. But their ill feelings did not govern 
the retailer’s decision. Instead, Kaufmann promoted a current employee of 
color to the oilcloth department, believing that the implementation of fair 
employment would be a good public relations and financial move. The oil-
cloth department was a unit that would least upset white customers, man-
agement trusted, and its supervisor had been trained for the priesthood and 
reportedly “had no prejudice.” So successful was Kaufmann’s plan that the 
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store later hired an African American saleswoman in its rug department, 
located in the store’s basement, and black clerical workers in its personnel 
office.39

Not long thereafter, and keeping to its word, Stern’s hired two African 
Americans in “customer contact work.”40 The AFSC was elated with these 
victories and sent its gratitude and appreciation to Gimbel’s and Stern’s 
managements. But these breakthroughs failed to inspire other department 
stores to follow suit. Instead, they had the opposite effect: the remaining 
six retailers dug in their heels and adamantly refused to integrate. The 
committee magnified the campaign’s visibility as a result. On June 18, 1946, 
the CEPDS held a dinner for department store executives at the Barclay 
Hotel. Only half the invitees attended and heard keynote speaker Elmo 
Roper, public opinion expert and market researcher for Fortune maga-
zine, present “scientific evidence” proving that the employment of African 
American sales and clerical workers had no ill effects on businesses. Roper 
“urged stores, collectively or individually, to begin immediately promoting 
qualified Negroes.” The CEPDS also encouraged department store custom-
ers, black and white, to write letters expressing their support of merit hiring 
and affix “I should like to see qualified Negroes included in your sales 
force” stickers on their letters and bill payments.41

Very little appears to have resulted from these tactics until the autumn 
of 1947, when Wanamaker’s store manager informed Loescher that store 
executives “would be disposed to upgrade and hire Negroes in clerical and 
sales positions if petitions with large numbers of signatures of their charge 
customers could be gathered, since fear of negative customer reaction is 
their major objection.”42 Immediately, the CEPDS implemented a multi-
phased plan of action designed and spearheaded by CORE. During the 
1947 Christmas shopping season, thousands of black and white Philadel-
phians mobilized: they collected countless petition signatures, distributed 
campaign literature in front of stores, on street corners, and at a booth in 
City Hall, and publicized the movement in local and union newspapers and 
on local radio stations; the AFSC, CEPDS, and CORE wrote their members 
asking for their individual support and encouraged them to recruit other 
civic groups to which they belonged; a delegation of committee members 
met with Republican mayor Bernard Samuel and asked that he convene a 
meeting of store executives (a request he declined); and a special committee 
of Friends groups was formed to put pressure on Strawbridge’s, specifically. 
The CEPDS and CORE also considered launching picket lines outside discrim-
inating department stores and jamming telephone lines—as the Pittsburgh 
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department store campaign had done one year earlier—but extant histori-
cal records suggest that these tactics were likely not pursued.43

Wanamaker’s remained unmoved, although a letter from the store’s 
management stated that it was still thinking about integrating its workforce. 
Other stores, however, remained silent on the issue. In fact, not until 
February 1948, when the city council approved a municipal Fair Employment 
Practices Commission (FEPC) ordinance, did the remaining department 
stores address their racial practices. The ordinance established a city-level 
committee that would ensure the implementation and protection of fair 
employment in Philadelphia and eventually forced the remaining depart-
ment stores to end their discrimination policies and hire at least one Af-
rican American salesclerk. But the decree was not without problems. It 
ultimately favored business, not workers, as it mandated that the FEPC could 
start an investigation into discriminatory employment practices only once 
someone filed charges and then it allowed the complainant a mere sixty 
days to make a claim.

Less than three months later, in April 1948, the CEPDS “officially dis-
banded,” stating that “it felt that its initial job was completed.” Although 
the committee had not realized the victory it envisioned, and instead 
achieved only tokenism, it resolved “that there was and is much latitude for 
improvement in regard to employment of Negroes in department stores but 
that before more pressure could be brought to bear on them, it would be 
necessary to bring all Philadelphia’s utilities, businesses, and industries to 
the level which the downtown stores have achieved.”44

The AFSC, however, remained committed to integrating department 
store work and promoting racial equality and interracial understanding. It 
met with Philadelphia’s store executives, who had recently integrated their 
staffs, hoping to assuage the fears and tensions that often arose with in-
tegration. Some store executives complained that their black employees 
carried a chip on their shoulder and were not competent to complete their 
job duties, while others griped that African Americans in sales and office 
positions were not appropriately dressed and groomed. Another group of 
executives recommended that African American workers should not take 
the initiative in social situations; rather, they should let invitations to after-
work gatherings come to them, cooperate regardless of their preconceived 
notions of the job and its responsibilities (in other words, be willing to sell 
as well as dust merchandise), be on time, and be sure to inform management 
of lateness and sickness.45 These complaints were commonplace, mirroring 
managements’ grievances about white workers as well. But, when directed 
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against blacks, they elucidate officials’ racial bias and their efforts to justify 
discriminatory employment practices by perpetuating the myth that 
qualified black applicants did not exist.

Likewise, some white customers objected to being served by persons they 
deemed inferior; the same was true on the other side of the counter in 
regard to white employees who preferred to work with their own. A few 
workers even went so far as to threaten to quit if minority employees were 
not terminated. For example, in the late 1940s, white workers at a Philadel-
phia Woolworth’s demanded that management fire a newly hired African 
American woman or face a walkout. Similarly, at Gimbels in Philadelphia, 
white employees refused to work with a “very efficient and personable Chi-
nese girl” and forced management to transfer her.46 Not all white employees 
who threatened to quit, however, forced the reinstitution of race segregation. 
More often than not, when whites threatened to quit, managers refused to 
concede to their racist demands, and these workers begrudgingly remained. 
Other disgruntled employees resorted to other tactics. Some ignored and re-
fused to engage African American coworkers, some provided new hires with 
incorrect information to make trouble, and some openly gossiped about and 
ridiculed employees of color.

African American workers were often afflicted with imposter syndrome 
as a result. They rarely trusted their white coworkers, and vice versa. Each 
group viewed the other as the “other,” and, with the weight of historical 
and social pressures and assumptions, cultivating racial harmony was 
challenging and often complicated by the competitive nature of sales 
work. Because workers, who despite sharing a counter and department, 
“compet[ed] with each other for advancement[,] . . . ​the development of 
genuine friendships among co-workers” was encumbered.47 The division of 
labor along department lines also made forging strong ties between the 
races difficult. As the historian Susan Porter Benson observed of the prewar 
era, sales forces split along lines of ethnicity, religion, age, and education, 
but “the major divisions within the store were almost invariably among 
department lines. Retailing students frequently remarked that the sales-
women’s primary loyalty was to the department.”48 But African American 
“firsts” were typically assigned to departments where they worked alone or 
had little contact with white employees and customers and consequently 
experienced difficulty building interracial relationships.

It is not clear whether the Friends organization fully understood the 
situation, as its retort to these tensions involved restructuring its applicant 
preparation program in a way that appears to have addressed whites’ 
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complaints alone. Thus, similar to NUL adult education and vocational 
training initiatives, the AFSC venture evolved into an intensive six-week job-
training program to school black applicants on their attitudes and behav
iors, on good grooming habits, and on choosing conservative clothing in 
complexion-flattering and harmonizing color combinations. The program 
also instructed applicants on the best ways to interact with their new 
employers, coworkers, and customers.

The AFSC continued its work in Philadelphia while expanding its geo
graphical reach. In the spring of 1950, it sent Thomas Colgan to establish 
an AFSC Job Opportunities Program in Chicago. His arrival marked the 
start of the Friends’ three-year campaign to integrate employment in State 
Street department stores. Like the leaders of the Chicago Urban League 
(CUL) and CORE, Colgan surmised that the strategy of integrating State 
Street department stores would have the greatest effect on employers not 
only in Chicago but also throughout the state of Illinois. He explained that 
these grand emporiums “were symbolic of discrimination in Illinois. We felt 
we ought to attack the symbol.”49

Carson Pirie Scott was selected as the AFSC’s first target. In 1948, without 
a single African American employed, Carson’s began flirting with the 
possibility of implementing an integration program, but had nothing to 
institute such a measure. Extant historical records suggest that the retailer’s 
decision to integrate its workforce was a humanistic endeavor, and that 
might be true. But it is more likely that the retailer wanted to avoid protest 
and bad publicity and appreciated the financial gains that typically came 
with the adoption of merit hiring. Nevertheless, two years later, in 1950, 
after hearing rumors that management might be receptive to the idea, 
Colgan met with store vice president Sam Carson. Carson immediately 
suggested that Colgan work with C. Virgil Martin, assistant to the store 
president, to devise an integration program tailored to their needs. Soon 
the AFSC was charged with finding Carson’s a suitable job candidate to 
break its color barriers, with two stipulations: first, applicants had to be col-
lege graduates, and second, they were to have been “the first in something.”50

The AFSC invited the CUL, the Illinois State Employment Service, and 
local community activists, including Ora Higgins, to refer qualified blacks. 
Twelve applicants were referred and interviewed. Of these applicants, 
seven were selected to participate in a “leaderless conference,” where the 
AFSC and store representatives would observe and evaluate them. Only 
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five applicants, however, attended the conference. In a one-hour roundtable 
discussion, the job candidates grappled with the sole question: “As the first 
Negro to be employed by a large retail establishment, what are the prob
lems you would expect to encounter and how would you overcome them?” 
As Colgan described, “What followed was one of the most exciting experi-
ences I have had to date. At one point, during the conference, [one of the 
evaluators] asked me if it was possible to get 5 jobs. We were all greatly 
impressed by the intellect of the applicants and their realistic approach to 
the problem. Although the selection was difficult to make, we all agreed 
that [Charles Sumner ‘Chuck’] Stone [Jr.] was [the] number 1 applicant.”51

Just two months after Colgan first made contact with Carson’s, Stone was 
quietly hired as Martin’s administrative aide. Stone met all of Carson’s needs: 
he was one of the first African Americans to graduate from Wesleyan 
University and a veteran Tuskegee Airman.52 Stone eventually went on to 
earn his master’s in sociology from the University of Chicago. Later he wrote 
and edited influential black publications in New York, Washington, and 
Chicago, helped found the National Association of Black Journalists (and 
served as its first president), and was the first black columnist for the 
Philadelphia Daily News.53

As a result of Stone’s placement and Carson’s favorable reception to this 
new hire, the retailer hired an additional sixty-eight blacks in jobs ranging 
from “an Administrative Assistant, Comptometer Operator, Clerk-Typist, 
to Stock Clerks, Watchmen, and Furniture Handlers” by September 1950.54 
So committed was Carson’s to integration that when F.  H. Scott learned 
that one of his employees said she would quit if they “send a Nigger down to 
her area,” he quickly informed her, “Well, I got your job because there’s 
going to be a Nigger down there as you call it in the next couple of days and 
I’m telling Mr. Martin to put one down there. And I just have your resigna-
tion.” Flabbergasted, the employee responded, “Mr. Scott you wouldn’t do 
that to me.” He said, “Look, if Mr. Martin doesn’t have a Nigger down there 
in a couple of days he’s fired.” Although the employee was not fired, Martin 
“had a unit control person [of color] down there that afternoon” and the 
employee “never opened her mouth.”55

Carson’s was intensely proud of its integration program; but, like other 
retailers that had integrated their workforces, it was never comfortable 
publicizing its contributions to the department store movement and pre-
ferred to present the public with a fait accompli.56 In fact, when John 
Sengstacke, publisher of the Chicago Defender, heard rumors that Carson’s 
employed a number of African Americans in nontraditional jobs, he called 
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Martin to inquire. Martin responded by inviting Sengstacke to visit the store 
with one of his reporters. Soon thereafter, Martin and Sengstacke “had 
lunch together in the men’s grill and then . . . ​walk[ed] through the store.” 
They “walked through the control area, through some of the sales audit 
area,” then Sengstacke turned to Martin and said, “Why didn’t you tell me 
about this? You’ve got a lot of my people here.” To which Martin replied, 
“John, remember I asked you to come with your reporter, because I’m going 
to ask you to do one thing—not to write this up for about another four to 
five months because we’re just not ready for all of the exposure that we’re 
going to get.” Martin also promised that, should he find out that anyone 
was going to write about it, Sengstacke “will have the first break on it.”57

As Carson’s integration program progressed, the AFSC continued its 
involvement. The organization regularly met with store officials and em-
ployees, black and white, to “review” the retailer’s integration program. 
During one visit in October 1950, officials praised the program, touting that 
“they were not able to put the brakes on the program because many de-
partment managers have had such excellent experience with these new 
employees that others are requesting more all the time.” But officials 
also shared some concerns about the program, which were fraught with 
racial overtones. To Colgan, Carson explained that, several months ear-
lier, management discovered that two black employees were selling mar-
ijuana, and one of the store detectives had a police record. Worried that 
black criminals were among the store’s ranks, officials investigated the 
backgrounds of its African American employees and learned that eight 
of its then forty-eight black workers had police records for shoplifting, 
drug distribution, and murder. Carson’s then prohibited the employment 
of South Side residents “because of the crime incidence, poverty, and 
health.” This policy, in effect, disqualified many black Chicagoans since 
the city’s segregation patterns restricted their housing options mostly to 
the South Side.58

Neither in his meeting with Carson nor in his confidential reports did 
Colgan comment on management’s overwrought fears of black criminality 
or its failure to consider that whites with criminal backgrounds also likely 
worked in the store. Perhaps as a result of his own prejudices, Colgan agreed 
with Carson and was unable to recognize problems with marking African 
Americans as criminals. A more likely explanation is that Colgan was cogni-
zant that management’s concerns about black criminals were symptomatic 
of a larger issue threatening to impede integration: whites’ biases and 
prejudices toward African Americans. This explanation, in particular, makes 
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sense, as a few weeks later the AFSC held three roundtable discussions 
segregated by race and occupation to assess and improve the integration 
process at Carson’s.

The first roundtable discussion was held in early November 1950. Charles 
Stone and eight other black employees met offsite, at a local YWCA, and 
candidly shared their experiences working at Carson’s. They recounted how 
management failed to introduce them to other employees, provide them 
with a general orientation of the store, or make provisions to have a white 
employee take them to lunch. For these employees, not being introduced 
bred “resentment, feelings of insecurity, [and] doubt of the intent of 
management and aggression.” Only one black employee was provided some 
orientation to the store: a white bundle man took the initiative of introduc-
ing the new worker to the department and ate lunch with him for the first 
week. Colgan observed that “this created an atmosphere [where] Jimmy 
[wanted] to continue working. He seemed to be about the best adjusted in 
the group and commended Carson’s for their excellent policy.”59

Black workers also criticized the color line that divided labor, space, and 
social activities. Black porters worked separately from white porters, and 
employee locker rooms were segregated by race. On numerous occasions 
blacks were asked not to use the restrooms. To make matters worse, several 
black employees heard rumors “that the Christmas party would not be held 
this year,” which some, including the AFSC, presumed “was . . . ​because 
Negroes were being employed in the store and the fear of their participation 
in the party. They note[d] . . . ​many social activities among the white 
employes. For example, just two weeks ago a group was organized to present 
a play. However, no Negro was invited.”60

The second roundtable discussion invited department managers to share 
their opinions and concerns. Like their employees of color, they felt that 
African Americans were not properly introduced and suggested that the 
store president should have announced the new policy at a “top level con-
ference” of supervisors. Then they could have discussed the policy with 
their subordinates. Managers also agreed that current employees should be 
notified of all new hires before their first day and recommended that a 
sponsor orient all new employees, black and white, to the store.61

Generally, the managers were receptive to integration, but they also 
believed merit hiring should have its limits. Almost all agreed that blacks 
should be employed first as menial workers and “when they prove their 
value be promoted to better jobs. This included promotion to sales at 
Christmas time. However, it should be done a few at a time.” Others shared 
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their fear that African Americans carried “horrible diseases.” Another 
mentioned that all blacks looked alike, while one said that “they sort of 
jiggle when they walk.” Regarding the issue of segregation, store officials 
discussed one white employee’s refusal to occupy a locker with an African 
American worker. “Everyone present agreed that lockers should not be 
segregated in this fashion. There was also agreement that a white person 
should not be forced to occupy a locker with a Negro.” And at least one 
person felt that, because of the new hiring policy, Carson’s “was losing much 
of its prestige and perhaps many of Carson[’s] customers would object and 
leave.”62

Many white employees also alleged that Carson’s adoption of merit hiring 
was “ruining the reputation of the department store” in the third roundtable 
discussion. Several employees, however, shared that working with African 
Americans changed their opinion about the race. A stock clerk charged with 
forty stock boys, twenty of whom were black, shared “that prior to working 
with Negroes he was prejudiced, but now through the association he found 
that he was all wrong.” He added that, “in examining his background, [he] 
could not understand why he was prejudiced since his parents did not 
provide this teaching.” A number of white clerical workers also reported 
that they had developed friendships with their new coworkers of color.63

The roundtable discussions allowed activists and store management to 
evaluate internal responses to integration and improve interracial social-
ization in the store. In late January 1951, the AFSC celebrated that “white 
and Negro employees are beginning to socialize in the store. Many mixed 
groups were reported in the lunchrooms. Negro employees are being wel-
comed to join the drama group for the spring play.” That same year, the 
AFSC also instituted Applicant Preparation Workshops in Chicago, hoping 
to increase the number of “competent” black workers at Carson’s and other 
establishments. The workshops were led by Ora Higgins and mobilized the 
strengths of the Wabash Avenue YMCA, Dunbar Trade School, and the 
Illinois Distributive Education Program of the Board of Education. One 
hundred and ten applicants applied to participate in the program, and after 
a series of psychological tests and personal interviews, sixty-eight were 
chosen. The workshops aimed to “help the young people learn which fields 
held the greatest promise for the development of their particular aptitudes, 
how to discover the requirements of specific jobs and how to present their 
personal qualifications in the most favorable light.” They also sought to 
instill students with “a sense of social responsibility” and equip them with 
the skills and mind-set needed to “handle . . . ​tense situations on the job.”64 
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The CUL also participated in the preparation of African Americans applying 
to sales positions; and, by 1952, it had established a sales clinic that pro-
moted and trained blacks, particularly those in high school, for opportu-
nities existing in all facets of sales.65

But problems persisted. In 1951, store detective Delano Ross and clerical 
worker Florence Plant—both black firsts—charged that African American 
employees at Carson’s were denied equal opportunities for advancement. 
After four years with the store, Ross complained, “I have been hearing that 
I’m the best man in the department for four years. But eight assistants 
have passed through my office and only one outranked me in educational 
background. I’m still just a dick.” Seeking to address this issue, Ross made 
six appointments with the personnel director Elizabeth Hatch in a three-
week period. Hatch canceled or rescheduled all of these appointments. 
Similarly, Plant criticized the exclusion of African Americans from the 
store’s executive training program. She charged, “I’ve reached my peak in 
pay—$55 a week—after two years. . . . ​Young kids are here two weeks and 
go into the training program. And they start at a salary that took us two 
years to get.” Both Ross and Plant reported that Carson’s maintained two 
salary scales: one for blacks and one for whites. Whites generally made five 
dollars more a week than blacks.66

When questioned by the AFSC Job Opportunities Program, Hatch ada-
mantly denied these accusations and placed the blame on African Ameri-
cans for not advancing. “The average Negro,” she commented, “doesn’t 
believe that he can advance on merit. Despite a firm stand by management, 
he doesn’t think he really can get to the top.” She also disclosed that six 
African Americans had completed the store’s executive training program 
during a three-year period, two of whom were still at Carson’s. Ross and 
Plant, among others, disputed Hatch’s claims. They held that most black 
employees were willing to pursue the steps necessary to achieve as much, 
but the store’s integration program “[left] a great deal to be desired” and 
even accused the retailer of systematically blocking their attempts to ad-
vance. In late 1953, an AFSC officer corroborated these observations, noting 
that “there are Negroes in most training classes being held at the store all 
the time [but] there are fewer in the selling classes. . . . ​[It was unclear as 
to whether] the store [was] purposely holding the number down.” He also 
discovered that Carson’s had no immediate plans for extending integra-
tion to its other locations in Skokie and Evergreen Park, Illinois; Ham-
mond and Gary, Indiana; and at 95th and Western Avenues. Even two years 
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after this, its downtown store employed only eleven African American sales 
workers; the majority of its workforce of color remained in clerical and 
menial positions.67

As Carson’s tried to fix, and arguably disguise, the glitches in its inte-
gration program, stories of its success had reached other nearby retailers 
and influenced Mandel’s, Fair Store, Charles A. Stevens & Company, and 
Wieboldt’s to adopt fair employment. But, like Carson’s, these stores, too, 
were reluctant to extend their new policy to sales departments, where they 
might risk alienating their targeted clientele. They assigned an overwhelm-
ing majority of their new employees of color to offices, where they could 
quietly and covertly execute their integration programs, and occasionally 
used African Americans in sales during rush seasons.68 The picture was 
even bleaker for African Americans seeking executive and managerial 
jobs. “Virtually no Negroes are employed in upper level management 
jobs,” the CUL uncovered. “Two of the major mail order houses, Spiegels, 
and Aldens, have Negroes filling fairly responsible positions in the person-
nel department, and the former has a Negro buyer. Carson Pirie has Negro 
executive trainees, and Goldblatts has a Negro Assistant Buyer. The Fair 
Store employs a Negro as a comparison shopper.”69

In the 1950s, Carson Pirie Scott had quickly “[become] a symbol of fair 
hiring in Chicago” and had “[made] a profound impression on business in 
Chicago.”70 Yet, Marshall Field and Company, the city’s most prestigious de-
partment store, was not swayed and remained “the symbol of discrimina-
tion,” according to the AFSC.71 Marshall Field had a philanthropic relationship 
with Chicago’s black community, supporting the Parkway Community Cen-
ter, a social service center once directed by Horace Cayton. However, it his-
torically maintained a color line in hiring that was hard, fast, and notorious. 
Since 1945, it had held the following sentiment about black workers: “Negroes 
are employed in considerable number by our corporation in various divisions. 
But it is our considered opinion that the addition of Negroes to our retail store 
payroll at this time would serve to create racial tension in this area rather 
than otherwise.” It continued, “Meanwhile, as a business institution, we can 
take our stand on the side of racial understanding and cooperation, and can 
support all projects that seem sound toward that end. We shall continue as a 
matter of policy to support such projects financially, and in other ways that 
may present themselves—including the service and good offices of our direc-
tors, company officials and personnel groups.” But the retailer adamantly re-
fused to change its policy for fear of “fan[ning] the flames of controversy.”72
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In 1951, however, Marshall Field’s reportedly began flirting with the idea 
of ending its discriminatory hiring policy. But when presented with Rich-
ard S. Dowdy Jr. in 1952, Field’s did not budge or even consider breaking its 
color line. Dowdy held a bachelor of arts degree and a master of arts de-
gree in economics from Duquesne University. His résume included expe-
rience working as an accountant, a postal clerk, and a salesman for North 
Carolina Mutual Life Insurance and serving in the air force from 1944 to 
1946.73 In 1952, Dowdy wrote Marshall Field’s personnel department, 
seeking employment in finance, control, and merchandising. Intrigued by 
his qualifications and experience, yet reportedly unaware that Dowdy was 
African American, Field’s invited Dowdy for an interview and “intimated” 
that the company might be able to offer “a beginning job at a beginning 
salary.” With this, Dowdy traveled from his hometown in Pittsburgh to 
Chicago “prepared to accept such an offer even though, in doing so, I might 
place myself at a disadvantage—economically.” He recounted, “I received 
a cordial reception by Marshall Field. There were two interviews on two 
different days. . . . ​(Both were rather lengthy and rather informal, with 
several off-the-record disclosures made in each.) In gist I was told that the 
only thing standing in the way of my being hired was the fact that Marshall 
Field and Company—the department store—did not hire Negroes. I was told 
that this situation while very lamentable was nevertheless true.”74

Afterward, Dowdy filed a complaint with the Commission on Human 
Relations in Chicago. In its investigation, the commission learned that, 
according to Field’s, the retailer employed several hundred blacks in a 
variety of jobs at operations other than the Chicago store, and “at one time 
or another the Chicago retail store has had in its employ three or five 
Negroes, who were very light in complexion, and probably not identifiable 
as Negroes.” Management admitted that “this small representation of 
Negroes does not constitute evidence of merit employment practices,” but 
it “has given long and careful attention to the question of employing Ne-
groes in their Chicago retail store.” It was concerned, however, “that the 
employment of dark complexioned employees would negatively affect the 
‘character, atmosphere and flavor’ of the company, and would, therefore, 
be harmful to the firm’s competitive position.” Field’s went further: it opined 
that “the company’s refusal to employ Negroes does not constitute racial 
discrimination as appearance, including the color of skin, for that firm [is] 
a legitimate standard of selection and that they would not consider a dark 
skinned person to be fully qualified for a position in the store; in this re
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spect the company believes that it is ‘discriminating’ rather than discrim-
inating against any group.” In the end, the commission sided with Dowdy 
and recommended that the store, “in cooperation with other appropriate 
agencies, take such action as may be deemed advisable and applicable to 
effect a change in the apparently discriminatory practices of Marshall 
Field and Company.”75

In June 1953, approximately one month after the commission handed 
down its decision, Field’s finally embraced fair employment. But the retailer’s 
embrace was far from wholehearted and complete. Its board of directors 
voted to adopt an Employment on Merit program on all levels except sales. 
Scheduled to begin on the second of July, the program provided for em-
ployment of fifty nonwhite persons. As stipulated in the program’s proce-
dures, the progress of these new hires would be observed for three months 
and then evaluated to determine whether additional integration would be 
pursued. Several months later, in the fall of 1953, Field’s had hired “thirty 
some odd” workers of color in its mail-order houses and warehouses, and 
had just begun to hire African American clerical workers in its main store on 
State Street. It also hired “one credit interviewer, one telephone sales girl, one 
file clerk, and one secretary to a buyer.”76 Nearly one year later, however, 
Field’s employment of African Americans declined to twenty-three; of these 
workers was Mildred C. King, who worked in telephone sales in the main 
store’s personal shopping service department.77 By 1955, Field’s had hired 
approximately ninety African Americans; but by the end of the year, forty-
three of these workers had resigned or had been forcefully displaced, leav-
ing just forty-six blacks employed at its main store on State Street, mail-order 
house, warehouse, and other sites of operation in the Chicagoland area.78

By the end of the decade, Field’s employed approximately one hundred 
African Americans at its eight sites of business, and still the overwhelming 
majority labored as kitchen workers and elevator operators.79 Records 
suggest only one or two worked in sales—a number that indicated that 
Field’s was still far from integrating its sales departments. Officials provided 
numerous excuses to defend their persisting racist hiring policies: they cited 
that “they have some divisional managers who are extremely prejudiced,” 
they argued that Carson’s made a mistake in assigning Charles Stone to the 
personnel department, they complained that “many of their most difficult 
and prejudiced employees are in sales,” and they insisted that the majority 
of the store’s customers favored keeping the store’s sales force all white, with 
only one or two approving of black sales clerks.80
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It was not until the mid- to late 1960s, as a result of persistent pressure 
from civil rights and government agencies, that Field’s hired African 
American sales workers beyond a token few. By late 1969, the retailer 
reported employing 356 black salespeople (9.4 percent of total sales work-
ers) and 1,149 black nonsales workers (15.8  percent of total nonselling 
workers) in its Chicago store, and 437 black salespeople (4.3  percent of 
total sales workers) and 1,297 blacks in nonselling positions (13 percent of 
total nonselling workers) in its Chicago and suburban stores combined.81

But Field’s race problems did not stop there. African Americans often 
complained that the retailer discriminated against blacks in its advertising 
and displays. For example, in December 1968, one former Christmastime 
employee and longtime shopper of Field’s expressed her displeasure to see 
that while Goldblatt’s and Carson’s window displays include black man-
nequins and employ black models for advertisements, Field’s “follows no 
such policies.”82 Other customers also were upset by the absence of black 
mannequins in the store’s window displays and were even more disheart-
ened to find that in the store’s 1969 Christmas Toy Catalog, of the sixty-six 
children featured in fifty-six pages, none were black, Mexican, Asian, or 
Indian.83 Field’s reportedly lost many of its loyal customers to its competi-
tors during the 1968 and 1969 Christmas shopping seasons as a result. But 
evidently, this economic loss was not great enough to convince the retailer 
to make any immediate changes. Several more years—arguably a decade 
or so—would pass before Marshall Field could be considered fully inte-
grated and accepting of African Americans. Even then, however, an under-
current of racial conflict and tensions remained.

Demanding First-Class Citizenship for Black Consumers

The NUL, its branches, and the AFSC may have advanced black employment 
in the northern and western department store industries in the 1940s 
and 1950s, but these advances did not automatically translate into gains 
for African American customers in these very same stores. Racial barri-
ers in the northern public accommodations could be “hard and fast” like 
those in the South, “but, at the same time, they could also be surprisingly 
and unpredictably flexible.”84 Rarely did African Americans encounter 
“White Only” or “No Colored” signs north of the Mason Dixon line; instead, 
it was only when blacks sought service that they learned the proprietor’s 
race policies, and, even then, those policies might vacillate depending on 
from whom and when black customers sought service. Also, civil rights 
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legislation—although not always obeyed—could provide some degree of 
protection and recourse. By the 1940s, eighteen northern and western states 
had enacted laws barring discrimination in public accommodations and 
amusement.85 “Fourteen of these statutes outlaw discrimination because of 
race and color, seven include religion or creed, four specify national origin 
or alienage, and four indicate no specified ground of discrimination.”86 By 
1955, New Jersey, New York, Massachusetts, Rhode Island, and Connecticut 
had established state commissions to hear and adjudicate complaints of 
discrimination.87

The push for antidiscrimination legislation, however, was not simply a 
northern phenomenon. Civil rights activists in Kentucky pushed for anti-
discrimination legislation as well. But this legislation focused specifically on 
department stores. It aimed to ensure that “all citizens [had] the privilege of 
making purchases in any mercantile establishment in the state.” The bill 
proposed to provide that “no person shall, on account of race, be refused 
service or the right to purchase garments or similar good at any mercantile 
establishments, or be denied any privilege accorded to other prospective 
customers.” Unfortunately, Kentucky’s House of Representatives voted fifty-
three to forty-three against its ratification in March  1946.88 Nearly two 
years later, African American representative Dennis Henderson introduced 
four civil rights bills into the House of Representatives. One of those bills 
would have required “open[ing] full facilities of department stores and their 
beauty shops to Negroes.”89 But again, it was rejected because white leg-
islators feared that such a measure would have “produced immediate 
changes in racial practices.”90

While the Kentucky campaign failed, an examination of locales where 
antidiscrimination commissions and laws were successfully instituted 
reveals that the black consumer experience remained fraught with insults 
and injuries. Some proprietors of businesses and public accommodations 
blatantly ignored the law; others served customers of color but refused to 
treat them with respect and dignity. In the mid-1940s, an adolescent 
Dick Gregory and his older brother visited department stores in down-
town Chicago, eager to spend their earnings from their summer jobs on a 
government floor project. Their excitement quickly faded, however, as they 
encountered the white sales staff. Gregory recalled:

We were treated like dogs. We go into a place and a salesman would 
hurry away from his white customer. “What do you boys want?”

“Hat.”
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“What color?”
“Brown.”
“What’s your head size?”
“Don’t know.”
“You have to know.”
“I’ll try it on.”
“Like hell you will.”

To make matters worse, store detectives shadowed Gregory and his brother. 
The irony, Gregory observed, was that while African Americans “couldn’t 
touch, couldn’t try things on,” stores “put our money right next to white 
folks’ money in the cash register.”91 But even under these conditions, con-
suming in department stores, whether downtown or in black communi-
ties, could be a positive experience. For example, when Gregory returned 
home from his shopping excursion, he and his brother “spread out our 
clothes on the floor for everybody to see. There were more shirts and socks 
and underwear on that floor than in the whole wide world.” Further, he 
wrote, “I felt a lot better going back to high school that year, wearing new 
clothes, feeling clean on the outside.”92

Being humiliated, ignored, and treated as criminals does not capture the 
totality of many black shopping experiences. Shopping in white-owned 
stores, whether downtown or in black enclaves, also meant that African 
Americans often encountered racist merchandise. As discussed in the 
previous chapter, during World War II, Macy’s sold “mugging night sticks,” 
a product that threatened to elicit violence against blacks, who had be-
come synonymous with mugging in the press, before labor and civil rights 
activists forced the retailer to remove them from its shelves. In the 1940s, 
Gimbel’s sold the nursery book Pinky Marie. This racially offensive book, as 
described by the Afro-American, deals with the adventures of a “colored girl” 
named Pinky Marie Washington Jefferson Jackson, who has hair “just 
like Baa Baa Black Sheep, with his thick wool all scrumbled-scrambled 
up.” Both of her parents, Mr. and Mrs. Washington Jefferson Jackson, were 
“as black—as black—as black.” Her father had “kinky, black hair all over 
the top of his round black head,” while her mother’s hair remained un-
known “because she always wore a big red-and-white hanky tied around 
her head.”93

Under the direction of CORE, the NAACP, and middle-class women’s 
groups, black consumer activism forced Gimbel’s and other retailers that 
violated African Americans’ civil and consumer rights to remove racist 
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goods from their shelves and to respect and recognize blacks’ human dig-
nity. Similar to the NUL’s and AFSC’s department store campaigns, the 
struggle to end race discrimination in public accommodations was “fought 
little by little, place by place, in countless small skirmishes that went 
largely unnoticed outside a small circle of activists and readers of the 
black press. . . . ​Activists chipped away at the customs that separated the 
races until the sight of blacks at northern lunch counters, hotel lobbies, 
theaters, and amusement parks was not unusual—at least in the big cities”94

A significant proportion of the activism on behalf of black customers was 
levied against unscrupulous white retailers operating in black communities. 
In postwar Harlem, where blacks had already pressured the Office of Price 
Administration to enforce price controls during wartime, the Consumers’ 
Protective Committee, the Harlem Housewives League, the Consolidated 
Housewives League, and the Consumers’ Unit No. 1 used political lobbying 
and direct action protest to stop duplicitous selling practices, including 
overcharging, shortchanging, short weighing, and pulling-in (“a system 
whereby stores paid people to stand outside their businesses and aggres-
sively pull shoppers inside”).95 One domestic worker complained that 
the price of food in Harlem was double that in her employer’s neighbor-
hood, while the cost of a dress was often three or four dollars more on 
125th Street than downtown.96 Another African American customer was 
charged “$24 for a pen and paper set” at a shop on 125th Street. To his dis-
may, “the next day the buyer saw an advertisement in a daily paper which 
stated that the same set could be purchased for $12 at many different 
stores downtown. The customer took his set back to the store which had 
sold it to him, and when he protested about the difference in price he had 
paid for it and what other stores charged the 125th Street merchant hur-
riedly refunded him his money.”97 In response to such stories, the afore-
mentioned Harlem organizations and others investigated complaints of 
insults and injustices, educated clerks on how to treat black customers, 
and demanded that they do so.

The NAACP and the black press also were heavily involved in protecting 
and supporting the rights of black consumers, and they participated in 
consumer protests. The NAACP aided numerous individuals who filed 
complaints with the organization, stating that they had been denied service 
in stores and restaurants, and turned away from hotels. They met privately 
with business owners, and, when that failed, which it often did, they em-
ployed nonviolent activism and filed suit against Jim Crow establishments in 
violation of newly implemented state and local statutes. The black press, 
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such as the New York Amsterdam News, provided black consumer groups 
with a forum with which to encourage community members to patronize 
Blumstein’s Department Store, W. T. Grant, and other local retailers that 
had proven records of treating African Americans fairly and courteously.98

It is noteworthy that, while retail establishments were often sites of 
northern protests because of their mistreatment of African American 
consumers, lunch counters in discount stores in downtown shopping dis-
tricts rarely were targets. Southern lunch counters in five-and-dime stores 
were frequently sites of protest in the civil rights movement; in fact, they are 
some of the most remembered, celebrated, and successful challenges to 
race discrimination. In the North, however, these eateries generally wel-
comed African Americans; they “were places of convenience and anonym-
ity, not intimacy. But local customs, even in chain stores, varied. In Topeka, 
Kansas, for example, blacks were expected to stand at lunch counters even 
if seats were vacant.”99

Once retailers softened their racial policies, they began to cater to the 
particular needs and desires of African American shoppers. Colm Tóibín’s 
Brooklyn, a novel about an Irish immigrant woman living and working as a 
saleswoman in Brooklyn in the 1950s, illustrates this point. The fictional 
Bartocci’s, a department store loosely based on Macy’s, decides to wel-
come shoppers of color as more African Americans have moved into the 
surrounding area. To court these customers, the store begins to sell nylon 
hosiery in red, sepia, and coffee—shades desired by black women and 
complementary to their skin tones—at a separate counter, “away from the 
other normal stockings.” Management recognizes that the store may “lose 
customers but we’re going to sell to anyone who will buy and at the best 
prices.” It instructs its sales staff to perform their duties as if nothing has 
changed and “to be polite to anyone who comes into this store, coloured 
or white.”100

Integrating Pittsburgh’s, Philadelphia’s, and Chicago’s department store sales 
forces may have been immediately viewed as the movement’s biggest suc-
cesses during this period of preliminary testing. And for many reasons, 
they were. The lessons yielded, however, also were a major feat, as they 
would be much more plentiful and instrumental in shaping the movement’s 
future direction and that of the civil rights movement. First, activists 
learned that while the strategy of persuasion could achieve some success, 
it was mostly tokenism and did little to realize immediate or mass change. 
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“Decent people,” as the borough president of Manhattan called them, were 
not persuaded to simply “do the right thing.” It was, as activists correctly 
gleaned during this period, all about profits. The second lesson for activ-
ists, therefore, was that persuasion and political lobbying were most effec-
tive when supported by mass demonstrations and boycotts that leveraged 
both African Americans’ purchasing and labor power. Finally, leaders real-
ized that with this approach, employment discrimination, consumer dis-
crimination, and the segregation of public accommodations could be best 
confronted concurrently.



5	 Worker-Consumer Alliances and the  
Modern Black Middle Class, 1951–1970

In early 1951, when the Coordinating Committee for the Enforcement of D.C. 
Anti-Discrimination Laws (CCEAD) began protesting Hecht Company, the 
department store campaign had ostensibly abandoned the labor-oriented 
initiatives of the 1940s and fixated on the democratization of consumption. 
Hecht’s was an archetypal southern department store, despite being located 
on the periphery of the solidly Jim Crow South. It welcomed everyone in 
its merchandise departments but prohibited African Americans from en-
joying the pleasure of being served at its lunch counter, thereby fastening 
onto them a badge of servitude. The CCEAD, a multiracial civil rights group 
committed to the enforcement of two “lost laws” prohibiting discrimination 
in Washington public accommodations, copied the tactics and strategies of 
early department store campaigns to demand the desegregation of this 
space. It began by flooding management with stickered bill stubs and pledge 
cards. The protest quickly evolved into a mass demonstration supported by 
over one hundred civic, labor, and church groups and featured “respectable, 
well-behaved” blacks picketing three times a week and sitting in the store’s 
lunch counter every Saturday. After nearly one year of unrelenting op-
position, Hecht’s integrated its lunch counter in January 1952.1

The Hecht’s campaign was one of the earliest lunch counter demon-
strations to sweep across the American South. In the years before and after 
the renowned Greensboro sit-in (in fact, as early as 1943 but more com-
monly in the 1950s and 1960s),2 blacks had grown weary of having to travel 
several miles to eat lunch or use a restroom when working in and visiting 
downtown districts. From D.C. to Charlotte to Nashville, they organized 
widely publicized sit-ins and picket lines to force the desegregation of pub-
lic accommodations and democratization of the transactional nature of 
customer-business interactions as a result.3 But African Americans had 
other goals. What began as protests aimed at restructuring the physical 
space of the public sphere and procuring the right to experience the in-
dulgences of customer service often grew into organized endeavors to 
dismantle the formidable barriers to black economic emancipation. These 
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endeavors maintained a broad understanding of the black community’s 
shared interests and involved challenging segregation and discrimination 
in the marketplace on behalf of black customers and workers. Some south-
ern campaigns, such as the Washington, D.C., effort, realized merit hiring 
once African American customers achieved equal access to and treat-
ment in stores. Others, like the Charlotte sit-in movement, negotiated the 
hiring of blacks in sales and clerical jobs behind the scenes, away from the 
prying eyes of consumers and the press, during the throes of protest.

The proliferation of sit-ins and picketing in the postwar era marked a new 
phase in the department store movement. The movement decreased its 
reliance on moral suasion and education, and it readily embraced very 
public forms of resistance. Early reformers learned that moral suasion alone 
produced limited results. To be effective, moral suasion required the threat 
and actualization of protest as well as the support of government authority 
such as the federal and state Fair Employment Practices Commissions 
(FEPC). The movement also now involved an increased amount of clan-
destineness, which was needed to challenge segregation and discrimina-
tion in the workplace since “the narrowing of public discourse” and 
governmental policies had contributed to the dismantling of the labor 
movement in the Cold War era. “The rise of anticommunism shattered the 
Popular Front coalition on civil rights, while the retreat and containment 
of the union movement [as exemplified by the passing of the Taft Hartley 
Act in 1947] deprived black activists of the political and social space nec-
essary to carry on an independent struggle,” particularly one that at-
tended to labor-related and economic inequalities.4

Still, conditions were ripe for democratizing labor and consumption 
following the Second World War. First, by leveraging anticommunist sen-
timents and the new international gaze on the nation, black activists 
pressured President Harry S. Truman to address domestic racism and shape 
a political milieu that was progressively becoming pro–civil rights. He then 
mandated the establishment of a committee to investigate civil rights, 
encouraged Congress to enact civil rights legislation, and outlawed dis-
crimination in the military. Efforts, albeit unsuccessful, also were made to 
establish a permanent FEPC; while the Legal Defense and Educational 
Fund of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People 
(NAACP) succeeded in outlawing white primaries, restrictive covenants, 
and racial segregation in railroad dining cars and, most notably, in public 
education. The extension of civil rights continued over the next twenty-
five years, under the direction of President John F. Kennedy, who issued 
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Executive Order 100925 and initiated a drive for civil rights and voting rights 
bills, and President Lyndon B. Johnson, under whom these bills were real-
ized and a national program to end poverty was executed.

Second, in the “golden age” of capitalism, a period of steady economic 
expansion that began after the war and lasted until the early 1970s, con-
sumerism was celebrated as the “essence of American freedom.”5 This ide-
ology underscored the injustices blacks had long suffered in the 
marketplace and, at the same time, presented them with new opportunities 
for fighting segregation and discrimination in this sphere.6

Third, white economic dependence on African American workers and 
consumers grew as the black population of the nation’s major cities rapidly 
expanded and black purchasing power increased. In the postwar era, 
millions of blacks continued to stream into cities, lured by dramatic growth 
in industrial and white-collar employment and the relaxation of racial barri-
ers that had previously barred their employ. Now better employed, although 
often not in positions of responsibility, and better paid, African Americans 
saw their purchasing power swell from $8–$9 billion in 1947 to $30 billion 
in 1969, marking black consumers as a group deserving of recognition and 
consideration.7 At the same time, millions of whites (and later a smaller but 
significant number of middle-class blacks), assisted by federal mortgage and 
construction programs, relocated to rapidly expanding suburban areas. By 
1960, with the exception of New York and Los Angeles, the country’s ten 
largest cities were more than 20 percent African American.8

Finally, now more urban, waged, and skilled, African Americans lever-
aged their power as both workers and consumers to build worker-consumer 
alliances and challenge racialized patterns of labor, consumption, and 
urban landscapes. They recognized that, because of the postwar assault on 
the labor movement, consumption was a promising avenue for realizing 
full and equal status in the nation. They also rightly reasoned that the power 
of labor could be resuscitated when leveraged in tandem with black pur-
chasing power. In other words, consumer protests could make demands on 
behalf of, and thus advance, the agendas of black customers and workers 
simultaneously.

Thus, black worker-consumer alliances were grounded in a notion of 
linked fate. Linked fate, the political scientist Michael Dawson argues, 
supposes that the “historical experiences of African Americans have resulted 
in a situation in which group interests have served as a useful proxy for self-
interest.”9 In other words, because race has been a decisive factor in deter-
mining African American life changes, the collective interests of the race 
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typically override economic polarizations of the group. Linked fate fos-
tered an acute sense of loyalty and awareness that the race’s economic en-
franchisement was intimately tied to its members, and vice versa, and thus 
stimulated both individual and collective political action.

In the 1950s and 1960s, this meant that, because all blacks, regardless of 
their own or their family’s social and economic status, were treated as 
second-class citizens in the marketplace, most, if not all, African Americans 
were invested in dismantling Jim Crow and improving their and the group’s 
socioeconomic position. Black communities’ wholehearted support for the 
integration of department store sales staff perfectly illustrated the political 
consciousness described by “linked fate.” While it most immediately 
benefited the more urbane and educated black middle class, virtually all 
blacks, regardless of class, trusted that opening white-collar work would 
benefit everyone involved. Middle-class blacks hoped to secure this skilled 
work to escape menial labor and affirm their class position, while those of 
the working class believed that one day they would move into white-collar 
employment and acquire middle-class status as well. And even if they did 
not achieve middle-class status, the increased social recognition of other 
blacks would benefit the status of the race as a whole. Moreover, nearly 
all blacks expected that the placing of African Americans in sales would 
enhance the black customer experience, and vice versa.

Alliances cultivated between black waitresses and their customers and 
later black saleswomen and their customers were integral to southern 
department store campaigns. Nationally, waitressing had been an occupa-
tion reserved for white native-born and immigrant women. But in the 
South, because whites “were more accustomed to intimate social rela-
tions with black servants in both the private and public realms,”10 a large 
contingent of African American women toiled as waitresses at segregated 
lunch counters and restaurants in stores.11 Segregated eateries were em-
blematic of the profound contradictions of American consumer culture: 
although situated in the “democratic space” of the department store, they 
were Jim Crow spaces that reinforced white supremacy and black inferior-
ity. Indeed, such lunch counters may well have become targets for civil 
rights protests because they rendered America’s racial contradictions so vis
ible in everyday life.

At the same time, these lunch counters reinforced the communal soli-
darity of black consumers and laborers, which would empower subse-
quent civil rights protests. There is evidence that black waitresses went 
above and beyond their assigned duties to provide their customers of color 
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with outstanding service and special amenities, effectively enabling African 
Americans to at least momentarily shed their badges of servitude and 
experience the pleasures of being served. For both parties, exchanges such 
as these bestowed human dignity, prestige, status, and a sense that they, as 
African Americans, belonged not only in the elegant, modern world of 
downtown stores but also in the American democratic polity.

When black waitresses were promoted to sales, which was often the 
result of the power of worker-consumer alliances in lunch counter dem-
onstrations, the relationship between these two groups deepened. Just as 
they had at store eateries, African American workers empowered shoppers 
of color—many of whom were their former lunch counter customers—to 
realize and perform respectability and citizenship. Black saleswomen 
cultivated interpersonal relations to sell goods to customers of color, thus 
providing them with a first-class experience, even in the midst of the de-
skilling and degradation of sales work and the loss of comprehensive 
customer service. Black salespeople also routinely performed acts of defi-
ance, bending and breaking rules they deemed unfair or discriminatory, in 
behalf of black consumers.

As a result of these relationships—and consistent with the growing link 
between class identity and the mid-twentieth-century consumption regime 
more generally—a modern black middle class emerged at lunch counters and 
on selling floors.12 Worker-consumer alliances and the protest campaigns 
they shaped facilitated African Americans’ move out of agriculture and ser
vice into white-collar employment from the 1950s to the 1970s. These alli-
ances also democratized customer service practices in the “consumers’ 
republic,” with the understanding that where and what African Americans 
purchased was fundamental to claiming, expressing, and receiving treat-
ment as members of a more privileged stratum. In other words, only when 
permitted to work, shop, and eat freely in the consumer sphere did African 
Americans fully claim middle-class citizenship. They were then expected 
to express their status through respectable behaviors and manners, even 
as their consumption of goods and services affirmed their status. All of 
this could be achieved in the world of the mid-twentieth-century depart-
ment store.

Consequently, the success of southern department store campaigns in 
advancing the black conditions of labor and consumption reinvigorated 
movements to end economic discrimination throughout the country, in-
spiring the creation of the Selective Patronage program, Southern Chris-
tian Leadership Conference’s Operation Breadbasket, and others that relied 



on intraracial solidarities and confrontational and militant strategies. 
Southern campaigns reminded activists—many of whom had traveled south 
to occupy lunch counter seats—that retail institutions and other workplaces 
throughout the country were beset with their own set of discriminatory 
practices. The “Don’t Buy” campaign, persuasion, and unionism had in-
creased blacks’ presence and improved their position in the northern 
stores in the previous decades, but they had failed to fully integrate the re-
tail industry. So, in the 1960s, activists drew on and revitalized the tradi-
tion of protest to advance black employment in department stores. This 
time, however, black workers were more involved and protesters’ demands 
were more forceful and exact. They pushed for quotas and affirmative ac-
tion programs, hoping to establish the scaffolding needed to ensure long-
term racial and economic justice.

But their efforts were thwarted as suburbanization heightened and urban 
decay pushed department stores away from center cities, making white-
collar jobs even scarcer. By the late 1960s, as the “golden age” of capitalism 
came to a close and black nationalism and black power rose to prominence, 
the thrust of black consumer politics shifted. Activists now focused their 
energies on advancing a separate black economy and guaranteeing low-
income customers “the right to a decent standard of living in the Consumers’ 
Republic.”13

Southern Department Store Campaigns:  
Washington, D.C., and Charlotte, North Carolina

In the post–World War II era, Washington, D.C., bore a striking resemblance 
to a northern city in terms of industrialization and urbanization. Yet despite 
having relatively few Jim Crow laws, the nation’s capital was very much a 
southern city in terms of race relations. Segregation and racism were en-
demic, and its civil rights movement to integrate the public sphere was pat-
terned after those of the American South. The 1950s and 1960s marked a 
period of significant civil rights agitation on several fronts, including em-
ployment, biracial patronage of restaurants and places of amusement, hous-
ing, education, and welfare and police procedures. The city’s department 
stores became sites of conflict as activists pushed first for integrated eating 
facilities, then expanded their efforts to include white-collar positions.

Hecht Company was one of these sites. Founded in 1895, Hecht’s was the 
“youngest” of the city’s grand emporiums and “among the least prestigious 
during its first three decades of operation. Its target audience came from 
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the lower end of the market: white- and blue-collar persons of moderate 
income.”14 The store also was extremely popular among African Americans. 
Even in the segregation era, black customers, Alice Ross recalled in 2006, 
believed that Hecht’s “treated you a little bit nicer” than other department 
stores.15 It was the most accommodating in letting black customers try on 
and return clothes and open charge accounts. The store had long refused 
to serve its loyal black customers at its basement lunch counter, however, 
reserving it for its white customers only; and the store was hesitant to em-
ploy African Americans in positions of responsibility. These discriminatory 
practices triggered a series of sit-in demonstrations in D.C. department 
stores that spanned the next ten years.

On February 19, 1951, Hecht’s sponsored a full-page advertisement in 
support of World Brotherhood Week. The advertisement featured a message 
from Eric Johnston, economic stabilization administrator and general chair 
of the weeklong event. The message, which was positioned beneath a pic-
ture of black and white hands clasped in friendship, read:

We talk about building bridges of brotherhood around the world in 
answer to the communist pretensions, and that’s a splendid vision. But 
brotherhood begins on a man to man basis at home and not a mass to 
mass basis across the oceans. Without that footing it is idle talk and an 
empty vision. We can’t afford to blind ourselves to the disturbing and 
undermining racial and religious antagonisms in America. They will 
defeat our good intentions for a world brotherhood until we cast 
them out and live as brothers in our states, communities, and 
neighborhoods—not for a single week in any year, but day by day 
and year by year.16

Hecht’s advertisement caught the attention of the CCEAD, the civil rights 
group behind the District of Columbia v. John R. Thompson Co., Inc. case. 
Led by Mary Church Terrell and Annie Stein, the CCEAD was committed to 
the reinstatement of the antidiscrimination laws of 1872 and 1873. These 
laws were passed when the District Legislative Assembly governed the 
city and required “all eating-place proprietors to serve any respectable, 
well-behaved person regardless of color, or face a $100 fine and forfei-
ture of their license for one year.”17 In 1901 the antidiscrimination laws 
were omitted from a recodification of the District of Columbia Code, im-
posing racial segregation. That omission notwithstanding, the underlying 
Reconstruction-era laws were never overturned. The city’s failure to repeal 



these laws provided the CCEAD with the legal basis to challenge segregated 
public accommodations, including those at Hecht’s department store.

To the CCEAD, the advertisement suggested that the company “might be 
ready to change” and build “bridges of brotherhood.”18 Almost immediately 
thereafter, a group that included Terrell and Stein met with Harry Schwartz, 
Hecht’s personnel director, to address the discrepancy between the store’s 
policy of segregated lunch counters and the brotherhood advertisement. 
Schwartz explained that the ad was a “purely commercial gesture” but 
“agreed to discuss possible change in policy with the officials of the store.”19 
After a series of meetings, Schwartz announced that the lunch counter 
would continue to be reserved for white customers only and broke off 
negotiations. The Afro-American reported that “Mr. Schwartz was ‘rather 
rude’ to the delegation and told them flatly that there would be no change 
of policy unless ‘pressure is exerted.’ . . . ​He conceded, however, that if the 
committee could prove that Hecht’s would not lose any business by lowering 
the racial barriers a change might be considered.”20 The committee, with 
the support of over one hundred civic, labor, and church groups, immedi-
ately moved to commence “an active boycott campaign with stickers on bill 
stubs and pledge cards as the major technique” (figure 8).21

For weeks, thousands of pledge cards and letters inundated Hecht’s office, 
but the company refused to change its policy. By the summer of 1951, it had 
become evident that the boycott was not having the desired effect and the 
CCEAD began to pursue a more aggressive strategy. In June, the committee 
sent volunteers to a sit-in at the lunch counter at the store’s 7th and F Street, 
N.W., location. In a letter to a Hecht’s boycott supporter, Stein wrote that 
the sit-in was organized “like a picket line, with two-hour shifts. We had 
between 15 and 20 people sitting down at a time all through the day on 
Saturday. The manager would come over and say, ‘We don’t serve colored 
here’ and we’d say, ‘That’s all right, we’ll wait.’ He didn’t take a chance on 
throwing us out, because after all it really is the law now that they may not 
discriminate. Now the store is closed on Saturdays and we are continuing 
the sitdowns [sic] on Fridays.” On one occasion, the famed African American 
singer and dancer Josephine Baker joined sit-in demonstrators and tried to 
get served at the lunch counter. Even then, Hecht’s refused to integrate.22

On July 20, the boycott was reinforced with picket lines, which marched 
in front of Hecht’s three times a week, calling customers’ attention to the 
store’s segregation policy.23 Picketers were required to obey a dress code 
designed by Stein, who reasoned that since the antidiscrimination laws 

Worker-Consumer Alliances, 1951–1970 155



FIGURE 8 ​Fair-Minded Americans Stay Out of Hecht’s leaflet. Coordinating 
Committee for the Enforcement of the D.C. Anti-Discrimination Laws Records, 
1949–1954, Historical Society of Washington, D.C.



required service to “any respectable, well-behaved person” (qualifiers for 
“legitimate” consumer), picketers must dress and act as such. In other words, 
African American protesters were expected to consume and display material 
goods and behaviors that reflected middle-class black respectability as 
evidence that they were deserving of full citizenship. Organizers likely 
mandated that protesters look like modified, budget-friendly versions of 
respected black figures such as Josephine Baker (the “World’s Best Dressed 
Woman” according to Jet magazine in 1951), Lena Horne, federal judge 
Jane M. Bolin, Jackie and Rachel Robinson, and congressman Adam Clayton 
Powell  Jr. and his wife Hazel Scott (who was described as “a typical 
housewife” in a 1947 issue of Ebony magazine).24

Given this premise, the picket line became virtually a site of identity 
formation. On his first day on the picket line, Marvin Caplan, a CCEAD 
member, recalled that even in the sweltering heat of August, demonstrators 
looked to be “dressed for church or some other formal occasion. They wore 
ties and jackets. A couple of them wore felt hats. The half-dozen women on 
the line, both black and white, were even more fashionably dressed. . . . ​All 
of them wore pretty summer dresses and summer hats.”25 Not everyone was 
able to observe the dress code, however. In a letter to Stein, Alice Trigg, 
chair of the boycott, wrote that on one picket line a woman had “a dress on 
up to her knees and she was no small or good looking person at best, with 
a slip hanging about three inches all around, and the way she was rocking 
on those heels I wondered when she would sprawl.” Before Trigg had an 
opportunity to speak with the woman about her inappropriate attire, a 
fellow protester stopped her. The protester surmised that the woman likely 
was wearing her “working attire,” as “lots [of demonstrators] came from 
work . . . ​[and because] white people were always giving [blacks] that 
inferior feeling and [they] would be playing right into their hands” if they 
asked the woman to leave the picket line for her attire.26 Although this 
working-class woman was not reprimanded for her dress, others like her 
were probably instructed on the finer points of middle-class consumption 
and behavior via observation or direct conversation with a CCEAD leader 
or member.

In Washington, D.C., the scholar Beverly Jones argues, “picketing became 
not only an effective device for forcing Hecht’s to negotiate but also an 
instrument of education.”27 Not only were protesters coached on being 
middle class, but black and white passersby were informed about the in-
justices perpetuated against the store’s “respectable, well-behaved” cus-
tomers and persuaded to join the boycott. One woman vowed not to buy 
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much-needed curtains for her new apartment until Hecht’s submitted. She 
stated, “I can’t afford to pay cash for curtains. But Hecht’s is the only place 
where I have a charge account. But I’ll be darned if I’m going to let Hecht’s 
get away with making Negroes go hungry.”28 Another protester sitting-in 
at Hecht’s lunch counter recounted the following story:

A high-ranking [white] officer sat down next to me. The clerk offered to 
serve him, but the officer stated that “this other man was here before 
me, serve him, I am in no hurry.” The waitress replied, “He can not be 
served because he is colored.” The officer ordered a coke. When it was 
brought, he ordered another and another, until there were six cokes in 
front of me. The waitress called the manager, who could do nothing 
about the cokes that had been already served to me. But he did order 
the waitress not take another order from the white officer.29

On the whole, the picketers received enormous public support. A 1951 pro
gress report of the boycott from the CCEAD stated, “The response of the 
public is good. Nearly 90% of the colored trade is kept out of our line, and 
about 5% of the whites came up to our pickets to pledge their support.”30 
The committee received both words of support and money from individuals 
and businesses, including North Carolina Mutual Insurance of Durham, the 
United States ambassador of Monrovia, Liberia, and the American Psy-
chological Association.

Not all African Americans, however, backed the boycott. Some continued 
to shop at Hecht’s, going on days when the CCEAD was not picketing.31 
Picketers observed that a number of black customers still patronizing 
Hecht’s during the boycott were Howard University students (which was 
quite ironic given that Howard students had been actively engaged in the 
D.C.’s “Don’t Buy” movement in the 1930s and initiated one of the earliest 
sit-ins in 1943).32 In response, Stein and Terrell contacted the university, 
requested that students support the cause and offered to speak with stu-
dent organizations about the committee’s efforts to end segregation and 
discrimination in D.C. restaurants.33

Even with a few African Americans crossing the picket line, the D.C. 
campaign was effective in significantly reducing Hecht’s profits. To fight the 
picket, the store held “fabulous sales” on days when demonstrators were 
present. But sales did little to lessen the store’s financial loss. By the end of 
the summer, hoping to broker a compromise and end the boycott, Hecht’s 
offered African American patrons service at two stools at the sherbet 
counter.34 When protesters rejected this offer, the lunch counter manager 



proposed that they order their food at the lunch counter and sit at the sher-
bet counter. Viewing this as “ridiculous” and a different manifestation of 
Jim Crow, the CCEAD continued its campaign. In December 1951, just be-
fore a major Christmas protest, Stein addressed members of the CCEAD 
in the Laundry Workers hall. She opined that Hecht’s was losing an enormous 
amount of business and predicted that Hecht’s would capitulate to their 
demands by early 1952 (figure 9).35

Just as Stein predicted, on January 14, 1952, almost one year after the 
first meeting between the CCEAD and Hecht’s and a nearly $6 million loss 
to the store, Hecht’s quietly integrated its lunch counter.36 The store could 
not afford to suffer any additional financial loss or lose African American 
customers, especially since D.C.’s black population had already increased 
by nearly 50 percent between 1940 and 1950 and was fast becoming the 
city’s racial majority.37 The store made no formal announcement, how-
ever. By some accounts, even when questioned about the integration of its 
lunch counter, some officials insisted that the store had never discrimi-
nated against its black customers, while others refused to admit that 
Hecht’s had changed its policy. But word of Hecht’s new policy was eventu-
ally leaked by some of the store’s black employees. Caplan recalled, “One 
Saturday, in about the middle of the month, a black porter came out to 
sweep the pavement while the line was in progress and softly and casually 
mentioned to a couple of the pickets that they didn’t need to picket any-
more. The store, he said, had changed its policy.” Three days later, an Af-
rican American woman was able to buy a sandwich and a cup of coffee from 
a white waitress without being ignored or rebuffed. And not long after, 
Terrell, Stein, and three black women reporters from the Afro-American, 
the Pittsburgh Courier, and the Associated Negro Press enjoyed lunch at the 
counter.38

The disclosure of Hecht’s policy change by an African American porter 
hints at the importance of the worker-consumer dynamic in this boycott. 
In this protest, among others, many black employees supported efforts to 
integrate stores’ dining facilities. In their time away from the workplace, 
they attended committee meetings, donated money, helped create flyers, 
and spread the CCEAD’s message about Hecht’s and its discriminatory 
policy. Others acted as secret agents. While on the clock, they obeyed the 
rules of respectability (regarding dress and conduct) set by the committee 
and listened for any information about store management’s plans to un-
dermine the demonstration; they later reported their findings to commit-
tee leaders.
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FIGURE 9 ​Even at Christmastime leaflet. Coordinating Committee for the 
Enforcement of the D.C. Anti-Discrimination Laws Records, 1949–1954,  
Historical Society of Washington, D.C.



Black employees, especially the waitresses at Hecht’s lunch counter, 
occupied a particularly difficult position. While they supported the de-
segregation movement, they were forced to ignore protesters, many of 
whom were their families and friends, in order to keep their jobs and sup-
port their children. Unionized waiters and waitresses were instructed by 
their unions to cooperate with the committee and did so to whatever ex-
tent restaurant policies allowed them. Extant records, however, do not re-
veal the true number of unionized waitresses of color at Hecht’s. 
Committee members wondered how a black waitress could have “enough 
nerve to refuse a colored patron,” but expressed some sympathy that these 
women had to consider their jobs and families.39 Management told all 
African American employees that “they did not realize what this is all 
about and they should keep quiet.” It threatened “that all persons seen 
talking with the ‘strikers’ would be dismissed.”40

This “no talking” policy infuriated many black employees, especially 
waitresses who stood on the front lines, although on the other side of the 
counter, of the boycott. Three waitresses were fired after speaking to sit-in 
demonstrators, while another waitress was reassigned to a behind-the-
scenes position after “allegedly” talking with committee volunteers. One 
African American waitress was so outraged by the treatment accorded to 
blacks that she refused to serve all people of color as long as her own were 
ignored. On July 13, 1951, while a group of CCEAD members were seated at 
the lunch counter and being ignored, a woman from India approached the 
counter. The waitress declined to serve the Indian woman, “stating that if 
she is to be forbidden to serve colored Americans simply because of their 
color, she would not serve other persons of color.” In her stead, the lunch 
counter manager waited on the woman and, after she finished her lunch, 
personally escorted her out of the store to prevent the group of CCEAD 
members from explaining the situation to her.41

Once free to eat at Hecht’s lunch counter, and inspired by the strengthen-
ing of the standard nondiscrimination clause written into all employment 
contracts executed by the federal government in September 1954, Wash-
ington activists focused their energies on broadening African Americans’ 
job opportunities. There had been significant growth in the region’s job 
openings. Yet most positions—both skilled and “a whole gamut . . . ​[that] 
required little training”—were closed to African Americans. As a result, 
from 1954 to 1957, the President’s Committee on Government Contracts, 
the National Urban League, and the NAACP, among others, persuaded and 
prodded employers, including the Chesapeake and Potomac Telephone 
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Company and General Services, Inc. (an operator of cafeterias and snack 
bars in government buildings), to integrate jobs formerly reserved for 
whites and provide on-the-job training.42

Department stores also were targeted. In 1958, nearly one out of every 
two residents was African American, yet they made up only a negligible 
portion of the city’s sales force. One activist observed that “two or three 
sales girls” in five-and-dime stores formed the entire black sales force in 
downtown D.C.43 That same year, after failed attempts to persuade de-
partment store owners to hire black sales help for the 1957 Christmas 
season, the Committee on Equal Employment Opportunity (CEEO) orga
nized a one-day consumer boycott—“Day of Prayer for Merit Hiring and 
Abstinence from Shopping”—to force the city’s major department stores to 
hire African American salesclerks and adopt merit hiring practices.

The one-day boycott, which corresponded with the committee’s ongoing 
“We Believe in Merit Hiring” sticker campaign, was unlike any other.44 With 
the support of nearly two hundred black ministers and their parishioners, 
the committee asked the city’s black population to observe March 27 as a day 
of prayer and to abstain from shopping. The committee did not aspire to 
garner much fanfare, nor did it seek to “start a stampede away from the 
downtown shopping areas.” Rather, it hoped that the one-day action would 
serve as a “gentle, but firm nudge to the big shop-owners” and communicate 
that “if Negroes are not good enough to work behind the counter, they are 
not good enough to stand on the other side, either, as customers.”45

In the days before the boycott, fears abounded among the city’s white 
business and civic leaders that the protest would create “considerable 
misunderstanding and division within the community.”46 Hoping to assuage 
these fears, district commissioner Robert E. McLaughlin met separately with 
department store executives and the CEEO to prevent the boycott. He 
proposed that the issue be delegated to the Commissioner’s Council on 
Human Relations. This group in turn proposed that it advise the district 
commissioners on race relations and quietly work toward integrating de-
partment store sales work.47 The CEEO rejected this proposal, and on 
March 27, led by Reverend E. Franklin Jackson, the organization’s chair, 
black Washingtonians participated in the Day of Prayer for Merit Hiring and 
Abstinence from Shopping.

In this stay-away campaign, protesters abstained from shopping in the 
district’s five major department stores and, in place of picketing and other 
forms of demonstration, attended services at the city’s black churches at 
noon and 8 p.m. to pray for success. African Americans stayed out of Hecht’s, 



Woodward & Lothrop, S. Kann Sons & Co., Lansburgh’s, and Julius Gar-
finckel & Company. The exact number of participants is unknown. How-
ever, observations from boycott organizers and store officials and employees 
indicate that the campaign “cut significantly into stores’ usual business.” 
Black customers were conspicuously absent from the selling floor and the 
day’s sales reflected as much. Jackson estimated that the boycott kept ap-
proximately 90 percent of the usual black shoppers from stores.48 One orga
nizer observed that at Hecht Company, a store “usually pretty crowded 
with Negroes,” only seven black customers wandered the aisles. Similarly, 
a white female model at Hecht’s noted that, during her six-hour shift, she 
saw no “more than one in 50” African Americans. At Woodward & Lothrop, 
one store official stated: “There have been some Negro customers in here 
so far. But I saw many more shopping the first few days of the week.”49

Unfortunately, the shopping ban did not achieve the desired effect. While 
the committee chair expressed optimism that stores would soon be hiring 
African American clerks in the days after the ban, store officials resisted 
the adoption of merit hiring.50 Most officials were irritated by the ban and 
used it as another excuse for not hiring African American salesclerks, while 
others minimized the economic loss of the one-day boycott. One official 
blamed blacks for their absence on the selling floor (the typical excuse being 
that no qualified African American sales workers existed), commenting: 
“We were gradually getting ready to hire Negroes as sales help. We already 
employ them in office work and just about every other capacity. There was 
no bitterness at all up until now, but with this thing dragged out into the 
open, I just don’t know how long it’ll be before we hire them as clerks.” The 
president of another store explained: “I won’t say when we would have hired 
them but if we were going to do it in April, we sure wouldn’t do it now. This 
thing stirs up our customers and our own sales help and we would be losing 
face if we put Negroes in sales jobs any time soon.”51

The 1958 movement adopted the boycott strategy to “gently” push store 
officials to integrate their sales forces. Unlike the CCEAD’s campaign, this 
movement did not directly utilize black store workers, build an interracial 
coalition, or aggressively attack discriminating department stores on mul-
tiple fronts over a prolonged period of time. Instead, the CEEO leveraged 
the power of the Negro market for only an abbreviated period of time. With 
this approach, the organization failed to significantly diminish store profits 
and reputation, draw attention to store officials’ economic dependence on 
African American customers, and convince officials that white consumers 
would patronize integrated establishments.
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True to their word, department store executives did little more than hire 
a few token black sales workers until pressured by lengthier and more 
dramatic boycotts in the 1960s. These boycotts organized by the Congress 
of Racial Equality (CORE) threatened to do much more damage than a one-
day shopping ban and benefited from the growth and success of highly 
publicized southern sit-ins, such as the Greensboro sit-in. In 1959 CORE 
began meeting with Lansburgh’s store executives, hoping to persuade them 
to employ more blacks in sales. Lansburgh employed about two hundred 
black workers out of a total workforce of 1,000 in its downtown store. Only 
eleven of its African American workers were salesclerks, and seventeen 
were in clerical positions. At the insistence of CORE, store executives pro-
vided the organization with a list of twenty-five blacks who were set to be 
hired in sales departments. But soon thereafter, CORE discovered that over 
half of the applicants on the list were former employees and that the store 
had no intention of hiring any new African American sales workers. Fi
nally, in December 1961, after three years of failed promises and little pro
gress, CORE set up picket lines in front of Lansburgh’s. A few months later, 
in February 1962, picketing ceased when the two parties reached an agree-
ment on the store’s merit hiring policy.52

The same year that CORE targeted Lansburgh’s, it also launched a merit 
hiring campaign against Hecht’s flagship store on 7th and F Streets, N.W. 
CORE charged that this Hecht’s “engaged in token hiring, placing its few 
black employees in strategic positions to suggest that there were others.”53 
A survey “by teams of observers”—some of whom were reportedly black 
store employees—revealed that African Americans made up 44 percent of 
the shoppers on weekdays and 47 percent on Saturdays. Yet the store em-
ployed only five black salesclerks out of a total of 270 in the downtown 
store; on the other hand, all of its janitors, maids, lunch counter waitresses 
and cooks, and parking lot attendants were African American. Whites 
accounted for all of the twenty store managers, all of the eight office clerks, 
and every parking lot cashier. CORE eventually persuaded Hecht’s to 
hire thirty-five African American salesclerks and one assistant buyer.54

In February  1964, Hecht’s was once again charged with violating fair 
employment practices. Few African American women held permanent sales 
jobs, no African American sales personnel were assigned to “prestige” or 
commission departments, and blacks with seniority and experience were not 
being promoted to supervisory positions. Unable to quietly convince store of-
ficials to even acknowledge that a problem existed, CORE organized pickets 
at Hecht’s downtown and Parkington (in Arlington, Virginia) locations.55 Not 



long after picketing began, Hecht’s and CORE reached an agreement in 
March 1964, whereby “the company promise[d] to increase the opportunities 
for Negroes by a considerable measure.” Store officials assured CORE “that 
fair employment policies will be supervised and vigorously enforced.”56

Between 1950 and 1970, these campaigns helped increase the number of 
nonwhite sales workers in the city’s retail industry by approximately 
300 percent, from 1,314 sales workers to 4,027.57 While the integration of 
sales work and dining facilities in Washington, D.C., appears to have been 
the product of separate campaigns run by different organizations, these 
movements actually overlapped and were interrelated. United by racial 
solidarity, the desegregation of public accommodations and white-collar 
employment in the retail industry relied on worker-consumer alliances. The 
link between consumption and protest was visibly manifested in “the poli-
tics of respectability” that protesters embraced, as they sought to project 
an image of African Americans as conservatively dressed and behaved citi-
zens who deserved the equal treatment and status befitting their behav
ior. A more direct link was made evident when black shoppers withheld 
their purchasing power to damage store profits and reputations. Mean-
while, workers used their unique position to observe, resist, and report 
incidents of racial discrimination and whispers of merchants’ plans to re-
taliate against protesters. These alliances proved so effective that, once on 
the selling floor, African Americans expanded their efforts to raise black 
workers’ wages, living standards, and working conditions, and contrib-
uted to long-term structural changes in the department store industry.

Just as protesters in Washington, D.C., turned their attention to fair em-
ployment, the sit-in movement commenced in Charlotte, North Carolina. 
Unlike the Washington campaign, which focused on consumer rights and 
then fair employment, however, the Charlotte sit-in movement tackled these 
issues simultaneously. On February  9, 1960, moved by the Greensboro 
demonstration, Johnson C. Smith University (JCSU) students staged sit-ins 
to protest segregated eating facilities at S. H. Kress Company and F. W. 
Woolworth. Within a few days, approximately two hundred students ex-
panded their presence to W. T. Grant Company, McLellan’s, Liggett Drug, 
Belk’s, Ivey’s, and Sears, Roebuck, and Company. W. T. Grant, like the 
other targeted retailers, immediately closed both of its lunch counters (one 
for whites and the other for African Americans), hoping to suppress the 
demonstration. Yet despite its best efforts, well-dressed and mannerly 
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protesters, whose numbers steadily increased in subsequent days and months, 
occupied lunch counter seats reserved for white patrons and patiently 
waited for service. Others picketed the storefront and ceased shopping at 
the establishment (figures 10 and 11). Protesters defiantly withstood ven-
omous verbal and physical assaults. After several contentious months 
and hundreds of thousands of dollars lost, the store capitulated to the 
protesters’ demands and became the “only integrated lunch counter where 
blacks could eat in downtown Charlotte.” By July 1960, six of the remain-
ing stores targeted by protesters had followed suit; and on July 9, fifteen 
African American students, in accordance with a prearranged plan, were 
served at seven Charlotte lunch counters for the first time. Sears, the eighth 
and final store, announced its dining room had been integrated for two 
months on October 28, 1960.58

Hoping to avoid any additional conflict and violence, news of the de-
segregation of Charlotte’s lunch counters was delayed per an agreement 
between the city’s mayor James Smith and the local press.59 Additionally, 

FIGURE 10 ​Woman carrying picket sign, “Equality Is Right, Give It to Us,”  
during W. T. Grant protest, 1960. Courtesy of the Charlotte Observer and  
Robinson-Spangler Carolina Room, Charlotte Mecklenburg Library.



all news coverage of the Charlotte sit-in demonstration ignored the inte-
gration of W. T. Grant’s sales force—an equally important accomplishment 
of this movement.60 In 1960, Doretha Davis was quietly promoted from 
waitress at W. T. Grant’s twenty-seven-seat “Negro-only” lunch counter to 
sales clerk, becoming the city’s first African American saleswoman.61 Her 
promotion, as was the case with many African Americans who were hired 
as salesclerks during the civil rights era, was the direct result of the lunch 
counter sit-in. Although the hiring of Davis did not make for an integrated 
sales force, her promotion marked a major feat of the Charlotte sit-in 
movement. It set in motion the gradual transformation of the selling floor 
whereby, after her hiring, more African American sales workers were 
employed and even more African American consumers were recognized as 
citizens deserving of equal access to and treatment in the retail industry.

The Charlotte sit-in protest did not receive the national attention that the 
Greensboro demonstration did, nor was it one of the more dramatic sit-ins 
during the civil rights movement. But it was the first sustained demonstra-
tion for racial equality in the city. In 1960, Charlotte was reputed to be a 
“model of racial moderation.” Home to nearly 210,000 people, 28 percent 
of whom were nonwhite, this southern city was in the early stages of the 
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Observer and Robinson-Spangler Carolina Room, Charlotte Mecklenburg Library.
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integration process.62 This process, however, was by all appearances to-
kenism. Most accommodations and services had opened their doors to Afri-
can Americans, often without court orders or much conflict.63 Whenever 
the black community threatened to file a lawsuit or protest, the city’s white 
elected officials and business elites quickly acted to quell any potential ra-
cial conflict with token concessions, aiming to preserve a strong business 
environment and protect Charlotte’s image.64 As a result, African Ameri-
cans freely voted and were quite influential in local politics, local depart-
ment stores integrated their restrooms in the years after the Brown decision, 
and the newly built public library quietly welcomed black patrons in 1956. 
Charlotte also became one of the first southern cities to desegregate its bus 
service and voluntarily desegregate its public schools.

But the city was far from integrated. So, on February 9, 1960, JCSU 
students initiated a sit-in demonstration at eight downtown stores, believing 
that retail establishments were ideal sites for challenging racialized pat-
terns of consumption and urban landscapes. Initially, only “some hundred 
students” participated in the movement.65 But in the days and months that 
followed, the movement picked up support. It received the endorsement 
of nearly the entire JCSU student population. The Pastor’s Fellowship of 
Charlotte, an interdenominational association of Negro ministers, and the 
Gethsemane AME Zion Church held freedom rallies for the students and 
their supporters. The Negro Methodist Ministerial Alliance backed the 
students.66 Black professionals and business leaders organized caravans of 
Cadillacs to transport JCSU students from campus to the downtown stores.67 
African American domestics laboring in the homes of prominent white 
families reportedly eavesdropped on conversations and related any relevant 
information to sit-in leaders. And, when merchants refused to engage in any 
sort of meaningful negotiations, black Charlotteans initiated an Easter 
shopping boycott and wore old clothes to Easter Sunday services to signal 
their support of and participation in the movement.

The student-led movement also enjoyed the backing of many white 
residents. On one occasion, two white women seated at a booth at Liggett 
Drug Store offered their seats to African Americans. The counter manager 
quickly interrupted and asserted that the counter was closed and no one 
was allowed to enter.68 Other white shoppers, alongside black protesters, 
canceled their charge accounts at targeted stores.69 The Unitarian Church 
of Charlotte and the United Presbyterian Church joined picket lines. The 
Mecklenburg Christian Ministers Association, which represented three 
hundred churches and four hundred members, “unanimously called for 



an end to racial discrimination in both city and county” in March 1960. 
One month later, sociology students at Belmont Abbey College surveyed 
1,300 people in Charlotte, Greensboro, and Atlanta about their willing-
ness to patronize integrated stores and lunch counters. Fifty-eight percent 
of those surveyed stated that they would not patronize integrated lunch 
counters; however, 65  percent would shop in other departments even 
though counters were integrated.70

But these consumer-driven actions alone did not account for the sit-in’s 
success. The mutual recognition of African American workers and consum-
ers that their fates were intricately tied was crucial. Lunch counters were 
sites where this recognition often surfaced and developed into worker-
consumer alliances.71 In stores with black-only counters, this process began 
before the commencement of sit-in demonstrations. Black lunch counters 
had long served as sites of black middle-class engagement and formation. 
For example, black teachers often held meetings at the black lunch counter 
in W. T. Grant’s basement. Prior to their scheduled meetings, they would con-
tact Davis and ask her to “make it nice . . . ​really first-class.” Davis would 
then meet with the cook to design a menu with “some hot food and vegeta-
bles,” despite store rules dictating that the black counter serve cold or con-
cession stand–like food on paper plates and the white counter serve hot 
meals prepared in the kitchen and plated on fine china. (In fact, the kitchen 
was located upstairs to ensure that white patrons were always served hot 
meals.) On the day of the event, Davis “would bring all this food down” to 
the black counter, without the assistance of an elevator, and serve the 
meals on fine china.72

The special treatment Davis extended to these teachers points to the 
significance of worker-consumer alliances in the construction of a modern 
black middle class. Despite their economic proximity to working-class 
laborers, black teachers, along with ministers, qualified as middle class 
because they fulfilled the clean work, education, and respectability re-
quirements that defined this class in the nineteenth and twentieth centu-
ries. But consumption was required to be firmly positioned in the middle 
class. For African Americans, being served at the lunch counter in a man-
ner resembling the service provided to white customers not only improved 
the convenience and pleasure of engaging the world of consumption but 
also tempered the restraints that thwarted their full membership in the 
middle class and American democracy. In other words, through the menu 
and décor, workers like Davis provided black patrons with an opportunity 
to taste and perform the defining characteristics of luxury consumption, 
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including abundance, wealth, superiority, and equality. Additionally, be-
ing served in this manner was testimony to black and white customers and 
the store (management and workers included) that respectable blacks 
were a discerning clientele that belonged and should be valued in all 
departments.

During the sit-in movement, lunch counters were on-site locations where 
African American customers and store workers strategized. Initially, stu-
dents wanted only, in the words of sit-in leader Charles Jones, “to come in 
and place my order and be served and leave a tip if I feel like it.”73 But after 
connecting with black store workers, student protesters realized that to 
secure first-class citizenship in the marketplace, they would need to ne-
gotiate the promotion and advancement of both consumers and workers. 
Frequently, students congregated at W. T. Grant’s black lunch counter and 
inquired “about situations in the store . . . ​[and] salespeople and their 
attitudes.” Davis and other lunch counter employees provided protesters 
with inside information on how to organize the sit-in. On several occasions 
she helped students determine the best time to protest at the lunch counter 
in order to attract participants and onlookers: “And I would say, ‘Come in 
about 12:00 or 1:00 [p.m.].’ Walk in. The counter’s full.” Davis informed 
students of anything she heard about the store’s intentions and plans to 
handle protesters, and shifting attitudes among management, workers, and 
customers. This inside information and the bond forged between workers 
and protesters led to the desegregation of W. T. Grant’s lunch counters.74

Not all black workers, however, were so willing to get involved in the 
movement, revealing that many feared the consequences of getting involved 
and the moments where linked fate was challenged, threatened, and possi-
bly weakened. Dorothy Howell, a waitress whom Davis supervised, recalled 
that some “had mixed emotions about [the sit-in]. We knew it was coming, 
so we just kind of sat back and watched the fireworks.”75 Similarly, during 
the Greensboro sit-in, “a black woman working at the lunch counter scolded 
the students for trying to stir up trouble.”76

Despite the reluctance of a few, worker-consumer alliances led to the 
desegregation of not only eating facilities—that would now serve as places 
for respite for black workers and consumers—but also sales work.77 Selling 
was a major economic activity in Charlotte, yet blacks held only a negligible 
portion of sales jobs. At the height of protests, as pressure to fully integrate 
the consumer sphere mounted and profits plunged, W. T. Grant’s manage-
ment approached Davis about a sales position in the lamp department—a 
department had been extinct and reopened to test out integration. Initially 



Davis was reluctant to be a pioneer. But demonstrators strongly encouraged 
her to accept the position. One gentleman, a certified public accountant, 
advised, “You go ahead. . . . ​Write down what you need to know [about sales 
work and] give it to me and I’ll work out a plan.”78 Once she received her 
promotion, black customers, many of whom were her former customers at 
the lunch counter, flooded W. T. Grant to show their support for the deseg-
regation of the selling floor and for Davis. She recalled,

We black people, we [had] to stick together. I had no white clientele, 
because they would come in and if they walked in they would not let 
you help them. They wouldn’t let me help them. And word went out 
that I was out there. They had hired a black sales person in retail and to 
support them. And all my support came from . . . ​my people, and they 
spread the word around that Mrs. Davis was in sales now. No other 
store had black sales people. And that’s why it really meant a lot for us 
to stick together as black people.79

Black customers not only purchased merchandise from her department; 
they also brought in items from other departments so she could record the 
sale. Others visited Davis’s department simply to provide moral support.

With their patronage, Davis became one of the store’s highest-selling 
sales workers and was eventually promoted to the jewelry department—a 
big-ticket department typically manned by experienced white saleswomen. 
Years later Davis left W. T. Grant to work at Lucielle Vogue, a local women’s 
clothing boutique, and her customers followed. Davis was assigned to the 
sportswear department, but few African American women, like the teachers 
she once served as a waitress, desired sportswear. According to Davis, “Back 
then people dressed, they didn’t wear sportswear much. Everybody dressed. 
The teachers looked just like you look when you go to church on Sunday.” 
Davis asked the store manager to be reassigned “upstairs,” where the more 
elegant clothing was sold. He refused, insisting that “those old [white] ladies 
have been up there for years and they just don’t want nobody up there, no 
competition and so forth.” Davis subsequently solicited her loyal customers 
to “start asking for me and if they tell you that I cannot go upstairs, you 
walk out.” They did exactly as she instructed. The outcome of this worker-
consumer cooperation, however, is unclear in extant records. But one can 
imagine that it eventually persuaded management to reassign Davis to the 
“upstairs” department for the sake of increased store profits.80

As black customers buttressed black workers, salespeople like Davis 
empowered consumers of all classes by enabling them to perform and 
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embody a middle-class lifestyle, if only in the confines of the store’s four 
walls. Harkening back to skilled, interpersonal selling (an aspect of selling 
that was gradually losing favor as technology altered the nature of sales), 
early black sales workers provided customers of color with shopping ex-
periences traditionally extended to wealthy whites: they remembered 
names and previous purchases and acted as personal stylists and servants. 
And, when their departments did not have merchandise that met customers’ 
liking, they researched, ordered, and showcased items that they knew would 
appeal to their black clientele. In newly integrated stores, many black 
customers celebrated the difference. No longer treated as second-class 
citizens or forced to locate and purchase an item on their own, many testi-
fied that they were now warmly greeted, advised on their purchases, and 
gently coaxed into buying complementary items by a highly skilled sales-
person of color.

Ora P. Lomax provided the same outstanding service to her customers. 
As a tester in Richmond’s department store campaign, Lomax integrated 
sales and management staffs at several downtown department and boutique 
stores, including Raylass Department Store, Lerner, La Vogues, and the May 
Company in the 1960s and 1970s. She also was hired as the first African 
American salesperson at Clinique in Miller & Rhoads. Here, as was her 
pattern and that of many “firsts,” Lomax exceeded management’s expec-
tations. Management believed that Lomax would not be able to sell Clinique, 
because it was a cosmetic line for white women. But Lomax “learned how to 
mix” foundations and concealers to perfectly match the broad range of skin 
tones found among African American women. She recalled, “There was 
something they had there I would mix the colors to make it brown and 
then so it wouldn’t come up on black skin ashy and I was selling it. They 
were buying it, those who were dark skin. I could mix their colors and it 
would look nice on them.”81 Providing this special and differential treat-
ment to black women proved so successful that management asked Lomax 
to take on the Clinique men’s line as well. Crowds of black men—many of 
whom were likely the husbands and sons of her female clients—came to 
see Lomax, and she would instruct them on what products to use and how 
to use them.82

African American sales workers also went above and behind their job 
descriptions to safeguard racial fairness. Some bent or broke store rules they 
deemed unfair or discriminatory. For example, when one worker in the 
customer service department of an upscale New York department store 
learned that “black customers’ files were flagged with a special code to 



indicate race,” they “messed it all up,” ensuring that the store would “never 
[be] able to get those files back together again.”83

Others protected customers from being scammed by retailers and violated 
by store security. While working at Newman’s in Richmond, Lomax “went to 
bat for . . . ​[a] young black man,” who had been falsely accused of stealing 
and subsequently beaten by an African American security guard. Lomax 
overheard the security guard tell a nearby white man: “This is the way you 
have to treat niggers.” She recounted, “When he said that, something just 
clicked with me. . . . ​I boycotted the store, I went to Human Relations 
Commission down at City Hall and I protested against it. I got that man.” 
As a result of her actions, Newman’s fired both the security guard and 
Lomax. Lomax, however, was rehired the next day, likely after management 
reflected on her “good” sales and reputation in the store’s coat shop.84

Generally, African Americans praised the integration of sales and other 
white-collar work. However, a few preferred to be served by white workers 
because the psychology of racism bred thoughts and feelings that white 
clerks provided better service or that being served by a white person pro-
vided a sense of superiority (a reversal of traditional service interactions). 
These consumers likely held an individualistic, not a group-centered, view 
of life chances, revealing the ways in which race and racism have hindered 
the making and stability of linked fate in the department store movement. 
For example, in 1933, one Harlem store owner reported, “I got myself some 
enemies five years ago when I hired my first Negro salesman. Today white 
customers come in and will allow the boys to render them service. But when 
Negro customers come in they are nasty toward the boys and refuse to be 
waited upon until a white salesman is available.”85 Thirty years later, in the 
1960s, scholars of the Racial Policies of American Industry at the University 
of Pennsylvania documented similar instances in other retail settings. In one 
case, some African American physicians “expressed the feeling that they 
were being given second class treatment because they were called on by 
black detail men. In another case, a black salesman hired to sell hotel space 
to groups, found that Negro groups resented being dealt with by a black.”86

In the months that followed W. T. Grant’s integration of its lunch counter 
and sales force, demonstrations continued, with a few incidents of violence 
and arrests.87 In May 1960, mayor James Smith’s Committee on Friendly 
Relations, a biracial group tasked with arbitrating the sit-in negotiations, 
secured a hiatus in the demonstrations. The committee hoped the hiatus 
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would produce a settlement. But by late June, negotiations between the 
students and store officials had stalled. All but two stores, Ivey’s and Belk’s 
department stores, were willing to appear before the mayor’s committee and 
make the concessions necessary to end demonstrations. Students then re-
sumed sit-ins at targeted retailers and initiated a boycott of all downtown 
businesses. They also began making plans to conduct a major demonstration 
on July 4. When store executives heard about this plan, they immediately 
requested a meeting with the mayor’s committee, where they finally agreed 
to integrate their lunch counters. Less than one week after this resolution 
was reached, on July 9, fifteen black students were served at seven Charlotte 
lunch counters where the sit-ins had occurred.

The effectiveness of these worker-consumer alliances inspired other 
antidiscrimination campaigns in Charlotte. Successful campaigns were 
launched against segregated schools, restaurants, theaters, hotels, and 
hospitals. In early December 1961, JCSU students reinitiated protests against 
Ivey’s and Belk’s department stores. Both stores had integrated their lunch 
counters in 1960 but refused to open their store restaurants to African 
Americans. Not long after picketing commenced, Mayor Stanford Brook-
shire’s Committee on Community Relations, a biracial committee charged 
with solving the city’s race problems, intervened. It persuaded Ivey’s and 
Belk’s to desegregate their restaurants in exchange for a promise from stu-
dents that they would take all future complaints to the mayor’s commit-
tee before returning to public demonstrations.

One year later, and two years after Davis became Charlotte’s first black 
salesclerk, Brookshire and his Committee on Community Relations per-
suaded local store executives to hire African American sales personnel.88 
Sharing the opinion of black workers and consumers, city officials held that 
opening public accommodations and employment to African Americans 
only made good economic sense. It enabled blacks to make a stronger 
contribution to the economic health of the community. Together, local 
government support and black protest enabled African Americans to finally 
start making substantial headway in retail employment in February 1963. 
In this single month, blacks were hired in positions of responsibility at 
Seymour’s, S. H. Kress and Co., Woolworth’s, Grant’s, and A&P stores. In 
March, Mellon’s department store and West Side pharmacy each hired three 
African American sales clerks.89 Additional black hires continued, with 
Belk’s being among the last to integrate its sales force in the late 1960s.90 
Over the course of this decade alone, black Charlotteans in sales rose nearly 



150  percent, while those selling in the retail industry increased approxi-
mately 200 percent.91

Worker-consumer alliances in the D.C. and Charlotte campaigns con-
tributed to the dismantling of the formidable barriers to black economic 
emancipation. But these campaigns are only two of many southern move-
ments in the mid-twentieth century that leveraged the powers of both 
African American workers and consumers. In Savannah and Atlanta, 
Georgia, for example, student-led movements compelled the desegregation 
of eating facilities and restrooms and the implementation of fair employ-
ment practices. One of the most publicized demonstrations occurred in At-
lanta in October  1960, when Martin Luther King  Jr., alongside student 
protesters, sat in at the Magnolia Room in Rich’s Department Stores and 
was subsequently arrested.92

The Rebirth of Northern Campaigns

The success of the southern campaigns breathed new life into the national 
movement for black economic freedom. African Americans—many of whom 
resided in the North and traveled south—occupied lunch counters and 
picketed storefronts, seeking to dismantle southern apartheid. Others 
who did not go south organized sympathy protests and launched regional 
boycotts of chain stores that had refused service to black southerners. 
Increasingly, however, these demonstrations compelled many African 
Americans throughout the nation to self-reflect. Among those who traveled 
south, Reverend Leon Sullivan admitted, “We realized that the North and 
East had the same problems that were just as acute.”93 Northern civil rights 
campaigns of the 1930s and 1940s had succeeded in establishing antidis-
crimination legislation and institutions in these regions, something that 
southern activists were struggling to secure in the 1950s and 1960s. But 
antidiscrimination bureaucracies did little to close the “enormous gap in 
affluence, status and power” that existed between African Americans and 
whites. “The gains of the postwar period gave them a sense of the possibility 
of change, but the magnitude of change—small—engendered bitterness,” 
one scholar observed.94 Frustrated and bitter, northern blacks were dis-
heartened by local governments’ failure to solve the problem of racial 
inequality in employment, housing, and school discrimination as promised. 
They were equally troubled by deindustrialization and the out-migration 
of major firms such as RCA, General Motors, and Ford, which had once 
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employed blacks en masse and now facilitated the rapid destabilization of 
urban black communities.

Inspired by the southern freedom struggle but wary of traditional civil 
rights liberalism, African Americans residing in blighted inner cities orga
nized campaigns that sought to change their economic fortunes. The Negro 
American Labor Council and the Trade Union Leadership Council aggres-
sively denounced racism in trade unions. They challenged the lack of black 
union leadership and exclusion of black workers in white-dominated 
skilled trades. Other campaigns skillfully merged the distinguishing tac-
tics “Don’t Buy,” persuasion, and sit-in movements while drawing on ele
ments of Black Nationalism (notably the Nation of Islam, which had been 
growing rapidly since the 1950s) to end racial discrimination in the pri-
vate labor markets and attend to urban decay, juvenile delinquency, and 
black deviancy generally. Northern blacks reignited their battles against 
race discrimination in department stores and other retail establishments, 
understanding that, while they had made headway in the first half of the 
twentieth century, the battle remained unfinished. Additionally, they broad-
ened their reach to other private industries, employing the tactics of the 
department store movement. All of this marked the rise of a more conspic
uous and targeted national black economic freedom movement in the 
1960s. For example, in the summer of 1960, Reverend James R. Robinson, 
executive secretary of CORE, announced that the organization had devel-
oped a national employment movement patterned after the “students’ 
non-violent, yet direct action approach.” CORE’s employment movement 
identified available jobs and met with managers to negotiate the hiring of 
blacks in positions of responsibility; and, when management failed to 
comply, sit-ins and picket lines were initiated.95

Arguably, however, the most transformative northern campaign was 
the Philadelphia Selective Patronage Movement. Founded in 1961 under 
the leadership of Reverend Sullivan and four hundred ministers, the Phil-
adelphia movement embraced a different model of black consumer protest 
than what was used in southern campaigns. It was “explicitly rooted . . . ​in 
the city’s black working-class neighborhoods rather than in the Center City 
offices of the liberal reform organizations”; it employed militant language 
and confrontational strategies; and it cultivated intraracial solidarities, 
like the black worker-consumer alliances that characterized southern de-
partment store campaigns, and eschewed alliances with white liberals, to 
break racial barriers to white-collar jobs in the city’s private industries.96 
The Philadelphia movement insisted that implementing fair employment 



required the specification of a percentage or exact number of trained Afri-
can Americans that would be hired. To meet this end, the campaign first 
identified companies that discriminated against black workers. Often cam-
paigners, with the assistance of black workers, surveyed local businesses 
to glean information on their hiring practices. They observed and received 
details from management on the racial composite of menial and nonmenial 
workers, the (differential) treatment of workers of color, and black consumer 
traffic, buying patterns, and dealings.

Violators of fair employment were then visited by an appointed spokes-
person and negotiating committee. During these meetings, without using 
the word “quota,” ministers requested that executives integrate a “mini-
mal acceptable standard” of jobs in categories of employment historically 
reserved for whites by a predetermined date. If executives agreed, no fur-
ther action was taken with the exception of occasional check-ins to ensure 
that integration was on task. However, when a company refused to meet 
with campaign representatives or failed to comply with their request, 
ministers exhorted their congregations to withhold their “patronage” 
from offending businesses. They consciously avoided using the word “boy-
cott” and instead adopted the euphemism “selective patronage,” hoping to 
inspire, and not alienate or antagonize, businesses to hire African Ameri-
cans and keep activists impervious from prosecution. Once businesses 
surrendered to the demands of the Philadelphia movement, ministers in-
structed their parishioners to resume patronizing these companies and 
help them recoup their customer base and profits.97

Because the Philadelphia movement leveraged the powers of the Black 
Church, workers, and consumers, it achieved tremendous success. As schol-
ars of the civil rights movement have skillfully detailed, the church was cen-
tral in the lives of African Americans. It gave ministers the ability to reach 
and involve black Philadelphians of all classes on a weekly basis. It “also 
gave the ministers access to a broad range of women’s social and community 
networks that would prove crucial to spreading the word about boycotts.”98 
As a result, the Philadelphia movement secured skilled and white-collar 
work for about 2,000 African American workers in the private sector and 
convinced a total of three hundred companies, including Tastykake Baking 
Company, Pepsi-Cola, Sunoco, and A&P, to embrace fair employment.99

None of the targeted companies, however, were department stores. But 
the Philadelphia campaign inspired those concerned with the African 
American condition in the retail industry. In 1962, under the leadership of 
Martin Luther King Jr., the Southern Christian Leadership Conference 
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established Operation Breadbasket. Modeled after Sullivan’s selective pa-
tronage program, Operation Breadbasket “negotiate[d] . . . ​[for] more equi-
table employment practices.” One of its earliest protests was directed against 
Rich’s department store in Atlanta. In late November  1963, hundreds of 
Breadbasket members, the Committee on Appeal for Human Rights, and the 
Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee picketed Rich’s downtown loca-
tion during rush hour. They demanded the retailer hire more African Ameri-
can personnel and promote current African American workers to white-collar 
positions. Just one day after the protest began, it was halted after making “a 
real breakthrough”—“253 of 1,816 Negroes working in 16 downtown stores 
had won employment in ‘nontraditional’ jobs as clerks and salesmen.”100

After four years in the South, Operation Breadbasket expanded its reach 
to the urban North. In 1966, King inaugurated Chicago’s Operation 
Breadbasket to end discriminatory hiring practices in businesses that pri-
marily served African Americans and/or were located in black neighbor-
hoods. The organization’s first target in Chicago was Country Delight 
Dairy. Over the next two years, it protested four other dairies, Coca-Cola 
and Pepsi-Cola, and a number of supermarket chains. In its first fifteen 
months, Chicago’s Operation Breadbasket achieved spectacular success: it 
“created 2,000 new jobs worth $15 million a year in new income to the 
African American community.”101 While the Chicago branch concentrated 
on the food-related companies, Operation Breadbasket in New York created 
new jobs at commercial bakeries, soft drink bottlers, and dairies but also 
Mays Department Store, Abraham and Strauss, and Martins Department 
Store. In 1970, Reverend John L. Scott, executive director of the New York 
Operation Breadbasket, celebrated that, “in terms of new jobs and increased 
salaries they have increased the annual income of the black community 
by $16 million. They have caused companies to deposit $20 million annu-
ally in the black banks of New York City and have secured contracts for 
black service companies and some black business such as advertising 
and employment agencies.”102

In Pittsburgh, the United Negro Protest Committee (UNPC) employed se-
lective buying campaigns against three of the city’s major department stores. 
The UNPC was a grassroots coalition of interracial civil rights, religious, and 
civic organizations, including the NAACP and the Greater Pittsburgh Civic 
League. It aimed to end job discrimination and place African Americans in 
positions of responsibility. One of its early successes involved Kaufmann’s 
department store. In early 1966, the UNPC threatened to initiate a selective 
buying campaign against Kaufmann’s. Faced with the prospect of con-



sumer boycotts and massive picketing, the retailer quickly complied with 
the committee’s demands and adopted an affirmative action policy that 
promised to increase the employment of African Americans as sales work-
ers, delivery drivers, warehouse and garage workers, and beauticians.103

The organization’s “major breakthrough,” however, came a few months 
later. In 1962, the UNPC began talks with executives at Joseph Horne Co. 
and Gimbels department stores. These meetings failed to do much more 
than place one or two token African Americans in positions of responsibility. 
Four years later, Horne’s and Gimbels remained two of the city’s most 
notorious violators of fair employment. Horne’s employed 3,550 people, 167 
of whom were African American. Only 29 of the store’s African American 
employees held “positions of responsibility.” Similarly, Gimbels employed 
2,327 workers, 151 of whom were African American. And of these black em-
ployees, only 35 held nonmenial positions. Neither store had any black 
truck drivers, helpers, warehouse employees, or clerics.104

In April  1966, over Easter weekend, exasperated by years of hollow 
promises and unable to secure a written agreement, the UNPC under the 
leadership of James McCoy, chair of the aforementioned organization and 
the NAACP’s labor and industry committee, initiated a selective patronage 
campaign. The organization demanded “at least 500 more Negroes hired by 
both stores in the normal time in which the stores expand and lose employ-
ees either through retirement or resignation.”105 It ordered not only jobs in 
sales and clerical work, which had long been the principal goal of the vari
ous department store campaigns throughout the nation, but also “jobs in 
crafts, and in numbers that reflect more than tokenism.”106

The campaign involved two major forms of demonstration: a community 
enlightenment program and strategic picketing. The community enlight-
enment program sought to educate African Americans about the purpose 
and significance of the campaign. Ministers sermonized about the campaign 
to their congregations, handbills and placards were distributed at church 
doors, and speeches were given at church groups, block clubs, and other 
organizational gatherings in Hill District (the epicenter of African American 
life and culture in Pittsburgh). Black Pittsburghers were encouraged to cease 
shopping at these retail establishments, write letters of protest to manage-
ment, cancel their store charge accounts, and join the picket line.

Picketing dramatized the campaign. Lines swelled with members of black 
and white Pittsburgh communities, Duquesne University students, and local 
celebrities such as Pittsburgh Steeler John Henry Johnson and NAACP 
president Byrd Brown. The campaign also received the support of the 
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Catholic Interracial Council, the Clearing House on Open Occupancy, and 
the Lincoln Park Community Center. Demonstrations were executed at 
strategic times, Monday and Thursday evenings and on Saturdays, to pro-
vide black professionals an opportunity to be “identified as supporters for 
the NAACP and the UNPC struggle for better jobs” and to maximize their 
effect. Observers recalled scenes of empty stores and storefronts crowded 
with protesters marching with signs that read “This Company Is Unfair 
to Negroes,” “Stop deliberate tokenism in employment now,” “Negroes 
want upgrading on jobs, too,” and “This company practices token employ-
ment.” These demonstrations convinced “about two-thirds of those who 
were about to enter either Gimbels or Horne’s not to go in.”107

The Pittsburgh Human Relations Commission attempted to suppress the 
consumer boycott and help both sides reach an agreement. News reports 
indicate that both sides were open to signing a written agreement (certainly 
a step forward as previously neither Gimbels nor Horne’s agreed to do this), 
but they were unable reach a compromise. Store representatives insisted 
they had always been willing to hire African Americans. But they sought 
only qualified, college-educated African Americans, and these individuals 
“are at a premium and retail stores cannot offer them enough money to keep 
them so they get jobs with large industries.”108 The UNPC viewed this excuse 
as company “foot dragging” and intensified its efforts. Gimbel’s suffered 
incredible profit loss as a result and sought an injunction against the UNPC 
and the NAACP. But the store quickly learned that the injunction did little 
to impede the campaign.

In early May 1966, after three weeks of protest, the UNPC’s selective 
patronage campaign ended with a “memorandum of understanding” signed 
by UNPC and NAACP officials and Horne’s and Gimbel’s representatives. 
The memorandum, a twelve-point agreement, provided for “open hiring and 
promotion practices as well as no retaliation against any employee for filing 
charges or testifying in protection of his rights by Title VII of the Civil Rights 
Act of 1964.” It also stipulated that these retailers would “step up efforts to 
recruit Negroes for all open jobs and contact the Urban League, the UNPC, 
and the NAACP when openings arise.” To ensure that both department 
stores fulfilled their part of the signed agreement, the UNPC and the NAACP 
were scheduled to meet with store officials every two months for six months 
and then every third month thereafter. Also, anytime a problem arose or 
when the UNPC received complaints from black employees, it intended to 
meet with management to iron them out.109



It is unclear as to whether the UNPC succeeded in opening five hundred 
positions to African Americans. However, its demand for a specific number 
of hires suggests that more than token hiring was accomplished. Other 
selective buying campaigns against department stores proliferated in the 
urban centers, followed a similar pattern, and achieved results similar to 
those of the UNPC’s Pittsburgh campaign. And although many of these 
campaigns shuddered at the word “quota,” they were in effect insisting that 
companies fulfill a quota. This approach, coupled with the introduction of 
the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission in July  1965, facilitated 
the rise of affirmative action programs in the retail industry and increased 
businesses’ accountability regarding minority hires and placement.

By the mid-1960s, activists on the front lines of the civil rights movement 
had discarded their respectable church clothes in favor of blue jeans. For 
activists, jeans held several meanings. They symbolized a separation from 
the pretensions and values of the establishment by obliterating social class 
distinctions, and they reflected the realities of mobilizing rural black 
southerners who had become the movement’s principal focus. The wearing 
of denim, one historian has noted, signified African Americans’ conscious 
rejection of “a black middle-class worldview that marginalized certain types 
of women and particular displays of blackness and black culture. . . . ​[Their 
new attire] presented an ideological metamorphosis articulated through the 
embrace of real and imagined, southern working class and African Ameri-
can cultures.”110

But, ironically, pulling on a pair of jeans also marked African Americans’ 
immersion, or rather integration, into the logic of consumer capitalism—
the system that continued to simultaneously constrain and liberate them. 
Jeans, like Coca-Cola and automobiles, were mass-produced consumer 
goods, symbols of modern American consumer culture, and features of 
common life. Yet, as manufacturers sought to capitalize on their widespread 
appeal, jeans, once a democratizing item of clothing, became “designer” 
goods, now re-marked and remarketed to signify social distinctions and new 
social identities.

This transformation denotes a shift in black class formation and activism. 
African American class was now marked less by the transactional nature 
of consumption and more by the consumer good itself; meanwhile, black 
activists, who recognized that middle-class living in the postwar era was 
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dependent on access to credit, orchestrated campaigns to end credit dis-
crimination against low-income customers.

Worker-consumer alliances, and intraracial solidarities generally, fa-
cilitated the emergence of a modern black middle class that could now 
purchase such class-marking consumer goods as designer jeans. These 
alliances were central not only to the southern retail movements but also 
to the democratization of the consumer sphere. Focusing on strengthening 
black economic power, worker-consumer alliances empowered black 
workers and consumers to freely act and perform in the consumer republic 
and subsequently nurtured a modern black middle class. These alliances 
engendered feelings of superiority, confidence, human dignity, prestige, and 
status. They provided blacks with a sense of belonging in American con-
sumer culture and democracy, although these feelings were often fleet-
ing and unstable because of the continuous metamorphosis and persistence 
of race discrimination.

In these worker-consumer campaigns, however, individual ambition is 
difficult to separate from the collective or communal interest. Arguably this 
was the brilliance of these alliances rooted in linked fate. Individuals such 
as Davis and Lomax wanted rewarding, quality jobs, the freedom to eat and 
rest in the privileged space of downtown, and the status and prestige that 
accompanied being served. In a way, these desires were self-serving. They 
were about survival, convenience, and belonging. Simultaneously, such 
desires suited and were similar to those of the collective whole. As a whole, 
the black community wanted jobs and access to the consumer republic that 
would challenge white supremacy and notions of black inferiority and 
improve the condition of its members. Furthermore, the black community 
believed that realizing social and political equality required their economic 
empowerment.

But, as the next chapter explores, their efforts were thwarted as subur-
banization, rioting, and urban decay pushed retailers to abandon downtown 
centers. Even worse, these movements—in both the North and the South—
contributed to the devastation of a separate black economy, which had long 
provided freedom and dignity to its workers and consumers, and reinforced 
white commercial enterprises and “the legitimacy of the capitalist order as a 
way of organizing economic life.”111 Yet, despite these setbacks, which are 
undeniably significant and still require attention and mobilization, retail 
campaigns succeeded in dismantling major racial barriers in employment, 
consumption, and urban landscapes, thereby conferring middle-class citi-
zenship to countless black workers and consumers in the twentieth century.



6	 Toward Wal-Mart
The Death of the Department Store Movement

In the hours and days after the assassination of Martin Luther King Jr., cries 
of sorrow and fury mingling with the sound of shattering windows filled 
the air, while thick plumes of black smoke from raging fires engulfed 
Washington, D.C. “Small groups of youths,” grieving the sudden and tragic 
loss of the civil rights leader, raced through store aisles, turning over 
displays, “harass[ing] clerks” and customers, and “snatch[ing] merchandise” 
at the city’s “two biggest department stores”—Hecht Company at 7th and F 
Streets, N.W., and Woodward & Lothrop at 10th and F Streets, N.W.1 Just a 
few miles away, insurgents pillaged and destroyed the building and contents 
of Sears, Roebuck, and Company at 911 Bladensburg Road, N.E. (figure 12).2 
Chaos reigned. Retailers frantically closed store doors and boarded up win
dows, desperate to protect themselves and their businesses from looting, 
bomb threats, and arson. “Frightened and angry police and national 
guardsmen . . . ​shot protesters and looters; sniper fire, stray bullets, and 
accidents took many lives as well.”3 The unrest lasted four days and pre-
cipitated the arrests of 4,352 people by the National Guard, the provision of 
medical treatment for 961 injuries, and the deaths of 6 people. Residents 
directed much of their frustration, anger, and sorrow toward retail estab-
lishments that had a history of discriminating against African American 
workers and consumers. They damaged an estimated 909 businesses and 
238 housing units, of which the majority were units “that contained mixed 
commercial uses and living quarters.”4

A few commercial enterprises, however, sustained little or no damage. 
Insurgents left untouched commercial establishments with which they were 
unfamiliar, those that had instituted fair employment and customer service 
policies, and businesses that advertised their grief over the loss of King.5 
Upon learning this, Woodward & Lothrop “set a large color portrait of 
Martin Luther King, surrounded it with ferns and beside it a sign that said: 
‘We are saddened that he lost his life in the crusade to win equality for all 
through peace.’ ” Thereafter the store was left virtually unharmed.6 But the 
damage was already done: the civil disturbance sliced sharply into retail 
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sales and patronage during the historically lucrative Easter shopping season. 
Sears suffered $2 million dollars in damages and later sought to recoup 
those losses by suing the District of Columbia, contending that city officials 
neglected to protect the store.7 Woodward & Lothrop lost an estimated $1 
million dollars in sales compared with its previous Easter sales, while 
Hecht’s downtown-store sales “were off between 35 and 40 [percent] during 
the racial upheaval.”8 Three months later, sales had yet to fully recover. In 
July  1968, D.C. store sales totaled only $366 million—$21.6 million, or 
5 percent, less than the previous year.9

Nationwide, King’s murder ignited civil disturbances in over 160 
American cities and resulted in widespread destruction, the death of 22 
people, and the injury of more than 1,100 others.10 Incidents of urban conflict 
and turmoil, however, were not isolated to April 1968. Throughout the 1960s 
and into the early 1970s, “widespread looting and arson . . . ​plague[d] urban 
commerce . . . ​reaching beyond the well-known examples of Watts, Detroit, 
and Newark to touch smaller [American] cities.”11 Scholars and politicians 
have generally accepted that urban disturbances were, at their core, revolts 
against exploitative retail practices, as well as protests against “police 
brutality and inadequate employment, housing, and education.” Others, 
however, have theorized that rioters sought to drive out white businesses, 

FIGURE 12 ​Firemen fighting fire at Sears store on the corner of K and Oates Streets, 
N.E., after the riots of 1968. General Photograph Collection, Historical Society of 
Washington, D.C., CHS 11276.
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nurture black capitalism, and take control of downtown—the space where 
they resided and worked.12

Scholars, contemporaries, and politicians may not agree on the motives 
and anticipated outcomes of midcentury urban revolts, yet most agree that 
“the riots finished downtown shopping.”13 But the end of downtown shop-
ping was neither immediate nor unprecedented in 1968. Center cities 
were already in rapid decline since the close of the Second World War for a 
host of reasons: as a result of the sit-in demonstrations and boycotts of 
the 1950s and 1960s, which induced blacks and whites to avoid down-
town shopping areas; the bourgeois exodus to suburban communities; dein-
dustrialization; the internationalization of manual and low-skill work; the 
degradation of service jobs; repeated race riots; poor and underserved 
schools; the federal government’s refusal to provide mortgage capital for 
inner-city neighborhoods; and the erection of massive public housing proj
ects in American cities.14

Retailers were, in turn, profoundly affected by the deterioration of 
downtown centers. They suffered staff and customer shortages because 
middle-class white suburbanites refused to travel to cities, fearing that they 
were dangerous havens of so-called undesirables—the poor and black. 
Consequently, middle-class whites chose to work at and patronize suburban 
stores. The loss of white employees and clientele opened new doors for 
African Americans, by forcing retailers to change their employment of 
and the way they served the black community. For example, in 1969, 
Woodward & Lothrop in Washington, D.C., announced that it had adopted 
fair employment and promised to promote on the basis of “merit, not race, 
religion, national origin, or sex.” It also “incorporated black mannequins 
into its window displays and featured black employees and their accom-
plishments in the company’s in-house Woodlothian magazine.” Not long 
thereafter, store officials instituted equal pay for equal work and permit-
ted African American employees to use any restroom and enter the store 
using the front door.15

But these gains were not enough to restore Washington’s troubled and 
battered downtown, nor did they mean that the department store movement 
had weathered the storm. By the 1970s, Sears, Hecht’s, Woodward & Lothrop, 
and other D.C. department stores had closed their upper levels and/or 
reduced their hours and staff in their downtown locations, enabling them 
to continue business in downtown D.C. until the 1980s and 1990s. However, 
not all retailers fared so well: Landburgh’s, for example, was forced to 
permanently close its doors in 1973. Surviving stores concentrated on their 
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more lucrative branches in suburban shopping centers that were virtually 
inaccessible via public transportation to city dwellers—many of whom were 
“members of depressed socioeconomic groups”—and were thereby pro-
tected from protests that threatened to disrupt business.16 The Supreme 
Court decisions in Lloyd v. Tanner (1972), Scott Hudgens v. National Labor 
Relations Board (1976), and PruneYard Shopping Center v. Robbins (1980) 
established that malls were private property and therefore had a legal 
right to prohibit protest.

With the deterioration of urban centers and the relocation of major 
retailers to “the outer edges of the whitest part of suburbia,” both of which 
threatened to undo civil rights gains, the department store movement was 
faced with new challenges.17 The situation became direr as discount retailers 
proliferated in the mid-1960s. New competition from discount stores 
prompted American department stores to restructure their labor and 
consumption practices in their efforts to remain relevant and profitable. 
Operating under a low-overhead, high-volume, and low-price policy, dis-
count retailers attracted customers from all segments of the income dis-
tribution. They also were less dependent on sales workers, relying instead on 
intense advertising to sell products and menial laborers to process orders. 
In response, department stores adopted a business strategy that closely 
modeled that of their new competitors: they sold more volume and cut 
prices, consolidated departments, broadened their marketing beyond their 
traditional customer base, and centralized managerial power. Department 
stores also expedited a process that they initiated during the Second World 
War: they reduced labor costs by degrading and de-skilling sales work and, 
as a result, increased their reliance on low-wage, unskilled, part-time 
workers who, ironically, were none other than blacks, women, students, and 
the chronically under- and unemployed—all groups retailers viewed as 
cheap and controllable.

Not only did department stores’ new business strategy degrade sales 
work, but it also degraded the consumption experience. For much of the 
twentieth century, consumption had been just as much about the practice 
of being served as it was about acquiring goods. However, as service was 
devalued or even disappeared, the significance of goods intensified and the 
price declined. Everyone could now purchase brand-name goods at lower 
prices in discount and midlevel department stores on a regular basis. But 
customers increasingly took on the duties previously undertaken by the 
sales worker: they had to educate themselves on products through adver-
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tising and word of mouth, instead of being educated or coerced by skilled 
salespeople; and they had to identify and locate desired merchandise, often 
without assistance. They basically did everything, except process the order 
(which, in recent years, of course, is a task that grocery store customers have 
taken on). High-end department and specialty stores such as Nordstrom, 
Saks Fifth Avenue, and Neiman Marcus, however, continued to adhere to 
the traditional standards of selling and buying, but their targeted clientele 
is no longer the middle class; instead they cater almost exclusively to the 
upper classes.

Transformations in work and consumption, thus, forced the department 
store movement to modify its tactics, approaches, and reach. Civil rights 
action directed against Sears, Roebuck, and Company in the 1960s and 1970s 
illustrates the movement’s new direction. Leaders continued to use tradi-
tional forms of protest against downtown stores but more forcefully 
pushed for the elimination of racial discrimination in hiring and promotion 
in suburban branches, as well as the extension of credit to working-class 
blacks—both of which they hoped would continue to advance black eco-
nomic freedom in the final decades of the twentieth century. Individuals 
filed lawsuits under Title II and VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, which 
respectively outlawed discrimination in public accommodations and 
workplaces based on race, color, religion, sex, and national origin. The 
movement also welcomed the support of the U.S. Equal Employment Op-
portunities Commission (EEOC), another progeny of the 1964 act, and 
President Lyndon B. Johnson’s War on Poverty, with the hope that grassroots 
activism coupled with government oversight and legal action would finally 
end discrimination and exploitation in the marketplace.

New Challenges, New Workers, and  
New Modes of Consumption

The three decades following the Second World War were a transformative 
period for American department stores, as they found themselves confronted 
with two major questions: Should they remain committed to downtown 
centers, spaces that many of them had called home and in which they had 
reigned for nearly a half century? Or should they abandon their home to 
seek respite from civil unrest, follow their preferred markets, and compete 
with discounters that were beginning to threaten their power and profit-
ability? Some tried to pursue both paths; some chose the latter approach; 
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and others went out of business—sometimes by choice but often as a result 
of the difficulties associated with modernizing their operations and dimin-
ishing sales.

All of these courses had tremendous implications for African American 
workers and consumers. First, stores that opened suburban branches, hoping 
to remain competitive in an industry that was moving farther and farther 
into suburban and rural areas, adopted practices that caused the resegrega-
tion and de-skilling of sales work in their establishments. Second, retailers, 
like Sears, Roebuck, and Company, tried to keep their center city locations 
open and thriving while expanding into the suburbs. Yet, despite their best 
efforts, they were unable to resuscitate decaying urban environments and 
eventually deserted cities and, by extension, black and brown populations in 
favor of middle- and upper-class white suburbs. This, coupled with the clos-
ing of local department stores, left thousands of black urbanites un- or under
employed and forced to patronize exploitative neighborhood businesses that 
devalued them as workers and customers and carried a much smaller inven-
tory of goods (often of subpar quality and sold at exorbitant prices).

The Discount Revolution

Suburbanization changed the location of American retail,18 while discount 
stores drastically altered the art of selling and buying. Discount stores 
existed as early as the 1950s, but most were short-lived (with the exception 
of E. J. Korvette), carried little merchandise, “possessed little customer 
appeal,” and, as a result, were of little consequence to traditional empori-
ums. In 1962, however, Kmart, Target, Woolco, and Wal-Mart opened their 
doors in March, May, June, and July, respectively. Within three years, 
these discount stores had “[surpassed] in sales volume all of the conven-
tional mode department stores combined.”19 Their success lay in their com-
pliance with the principles of high volume, fast turnover and low overhead, 
and low prices. They expanded their merchandise lines to model those of 
department stores, sold below the manufacturers’ suggested retail price, 
operated a strict self-service model, employed fewer workers, offered 
fewer services, welcomed new technology that quickened the checkout 
process, and built on large stretches of cheap land on the outskirts of major 
cities and nearer to distribution centers.20

Less than thirty years later, discounters had displaced department 
stores as the nation’s top retailers. Their ascent was facilitated by the re-
peal of fair trade legislation that had once given suppliers the authority 
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to specify minimum retail prices and prohibit these types of stores from 
peddling brand-name goods. While Wal-Mart would become “the tour de 
force of twenty-first century retailing,” Kmart had held that title for the 
better part of the late twentieth century. (This fact was not lost on Sam Wal-
ton, founder of Wal-Mart, who was known for frequently visiting Kmart, 
studying its approach, and perfecting and applying it to his own stores.)21 
S. S. Kresge and Company launched Kmart—currently, a subsidiary of the 
Sears Holding Company—as “a complete department store” and “as one-stop 
shopping units” for the entire family.22 Housed in “functional modern 
buildings” that “exclude unnecessary frills,”23 Kmart stores sold a wide array 
of brand-name merchandise at lower prices than department stores, “filling 
in its inventory with private label goods only when brand-name products 
were not available.”24 Many branches included supermarkets, pharmacies, 
automobile service and tire centers, patio and garden shops, furniture marts, 
fashion apparel (including clothing lines created by celebrities and sold 
exclusively at Kmart), fine jewelry and silverware, complete footwear as-
sortments, and sporting goods departments and even housed an in-store 
restaurant (Kmart Chef and later K-Café, both of which were low-cost 
versions of the elegant dining areas of traditional and fashionable de-
partment stores) to provide customers respite and to encourage them to 
shop longer and more often.25

Kmart’s banality signaled the increasing importance of acquiring goods 
and the declining significance of service and the aesthetics of displaying 
and selling merchandise—two major aspects that had characterized the 
shopping experience for decades. But for their customers in the 1960s and 
1970s, most of “very modest income and very modest expectations,” stores 
like Kmart offered quality merchandise at lower prices.26 While African 
American customers appear to have been virtually ignored by officials 
during this period, it is likely that Kmart was a site of consumption where 
they did not feel like imposters and maybe even felt like valued participants 
in the marketplace. As the historian Ted Ownby notes, “Recent chain 
stores . . . ​never asked customers to go to the back door; nor have the em-
ployees who greet each customer used condescending terms in addressing 
particular customers.”27 In their way, they provided a uniform shopping 
experience in that discount retailers were “friendly in not being unfriendly 
and democratic in offering everyone the same not particularly personal 
experience.”28

Another critical component of Kmart’s success was its drastically low 
labor costs. From 1960 to 1977, discount stores’ labor costs made up only 
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11–13 percent of total sales, whereas department stores paid out as much as 
30 percent of their sales income to their more highly skilled, unionized labor 
force.29 Discount store employees were overwhelmingly part-time, less 
skilled, nonunion workers, such as high school or college students, retirees, 
individuals working a second job, and those willing or desperate enough to 
work part time and for low wages and benefits. These workers had virtually 
no expertise in customers’ needs and desires and no knowledge of sales-
manship or of the products they sold; they were far from skilled in the art 
of selling or expected to actually sell merchandise. Instead, store officials 
relied exclusively on advertising and low prices to do this work. Their 
employees, as such, were essentially cashiers and stock clerks who needed 
only the skill of speed. Speed was required to refill and organize stock and 
quickly and efficiently ring up and check out customers. (These tasks were 
further expedited by retailers’ reception of new technology such as point 
of sale systems, optical character recognition devices such as scanning 
wands, and electronic recording devices.)

The historian Thomas Jessen Adams explains that discount retailers, 
most notably Wal-Mart, “engaged in the relentless drive toward lower labor 
costs and greater management control over production characteristic of 
capitalism since its inception,” producing intensely antilabor store envi-
ronments. Wal-Mart elected to have each store owned and operated by dif
ferent companies, rather than a single corporation, to evade the Fair 
Labor Standards Act of 1938 and to pay employees less than minimum wage 
as well as impede union organization. Similarly, Kmart leased different 
departments to smaller companies, which sold preapproved Kmart items. 
The terms of these leases stipulated that although the smaller companies 
were separate employers, Kmart retained control over hiring and product. 
Workers in these leased departments, for example, “wore name tags iden-
tifying them as Kmart employees and had to learn and follow all Kmart 
work policies.” This arrangement divided employees and hindered the 
establishment of a single union, thus weakening bargaining power; instead, 
several different unions covered different workers in the store. Additionally, 
these fragmented workplaces “disabled cross-shop consciousness and 
solidarity.”30

Discounters pursued intimidation and paternalism to promote shop floor 
totalitarianism and discriminated against African Americans, women, and 
the disabled when they believed it would increase profits. Retailers fired 
workers engaged in union activity under the guise of small, petty infrac-
tions, and they rewarded other employees for antiunionism with raises, 
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promotions, and paid vacations. Kmart went so far as to create a security 
department in the 1960s and 1970s that was tasked only with identifying 
and suppressing union activity in all Kmart stores. Other retailers ad-
ministered lie detector tests and employed spies to instill “fear and sub-
servience to management.”31

Department stores saw their profit margins and dominance slipping in 
the 1970s and 1980s as a result; and so they began adopting the same princi
ples and methods of retailing as the discount giants to remain competitive 
in the marketplace. Sears, Macy’s, J.C. Penney, and others centralized man-
agerial policy, reduced the autonomy of local managers, cut prices, consoli-
dated departments, advertised heavily in catalogs and newspapers and on 
radio and television, invested in technology, and expanded their marketing 
to other groups besides middle-class whites. Sears, for example, lowered its 
prices by 15–50 percent in its women’s apparel departments “to attract more 
cost [conscious] female consumers.” It also began selling national brand-
name products in addition to its own private label merchandise.32

Not to concede ground, or rather profits, to discounters, Marshall Field 
and Gimbels renewed their commitment to budget basements, while Nord
strom opened its Nordstrom Racks and matched its competitors’ prices on 
any item to appeal to price-conscious shoppers. Macy’s eliminated its 
bargain basement and created budget sections throughout the store. It 
replaced the bargain basement with the Cellar, an “attractive complex of 
departments selling housewares, gourmet food and candy with a barroom 
type of restaurant and contemporary fashion shops.” The retailer also added 
apparel lines to cater to a larger market: it opened junior clothing depart-
ments, expanded the Club House (a higher-priced women’s sportswear de-
partment for working women), and began selling the Liz Claiborne clothing 
line to attract upper-class women between the ages of 25 and 40. It also 
modernized its credit operations to monitor charge customers’ shopping 
behavior and to facilitate the dissemination of promotional materials.33

This, however, was not all. Many department stores restructured their 
workforces to reduce labor costs and increase volume. At Sears, managerial 
salaries ceased being based on their efficiency in “keeping the margins 
between operating costs and sales as large as possible.” Managers were now 
paid in accordance with overall sales volume. Selling also changed sub-
stantially. Fewer and fewer full-time hours were offered, while depart-
ment store sales work, in general, no longer held the promise of providing 
individuals with a career. Increasingly, sales work became the temporary 
and part-time occupation of the less educated, housewives in need of 
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extra money or something to do while their children were in school, and 
the youth. Employees received less training in sales and merchandise; 
they were typically provided a half-day or one-day training session on as-
sisting customers in locating goods (not identifying goods that suited their 
customers’ particular taste and style), persuading shoppers to open a store 
credit account, and using the computerized cash register for purchases, 
returns, and exchanges.34

In being divested of their traditional responsibilities, status, and prestige, 
department store employees saw their wages and hours reduced, their 
commissions eliminated, and opportunities for promotion decreased. In the 
1980s, one African American saleswoman with extensive selling experience 
recalled, “When Sears hired me, I was hired with a salary plus commission. 
About two years ago, they decided no more commission. Now it is strictly 
hourly.” And yet her duties increased. She explained, “When I was first hired 
here, my job was to sell mattresses, drapes, and luggage. Now, carpets have 
been added on to it, and small appliances have been added on to it. We used 
to [have] a crew that just put out the stock and refinish the shelves and all 
that stuff. Now, we still have them, but the sales associates are now expected 
to put out stock too.”35

Not all retailers made such dramatic changes to their business approach. 
Higher-end department stores such as Nordstrom, Saks Fifth Avenue, and 
Neiman Marcus were located in upper-class neighborhoods in cities and 
suburbs to appeal to nearby whites and deter African American workers 
and customers. They relied on white workers versed in the art of selling 
and were content with being top retailers among their targeted clientele.36 
At Nordstrom, for example, sales workers were knowledgeable about the 
merchandise and experienced in advising and building relationships with 
customers. One men’s apparel salesman “could take a swatch from a bolt 
of fabric that was going to be tailored for a suit and coordinate a complete 
wardrobe of shirts and ties, all the way down to the cufflinks.” His cus-
tomers saw him “as an ally. They heeded his advice on where to get a 
good haircut or what style of glasses to wear. . . . ​Their wives saw [him] 
as the mediator who could interpret their views to their husbands.”37 
Experienced sales workers, most of whom worked on commission, identi-
fied and satisfied shoppers’ needs. They coordinated complete wardrobes 
using designer brand and upscale, private (store) label apparel, shoes, 
and accessories. Customers, in turn, could display and perform not only 
who they were but also who they wanted to be both in and outside the 
store.
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Urban Renewal and the Department Store Industry

Fierce competition from discount retailers, however, was not the only im-
petus for the transformation and resegregation of retail work and con-
sumption in the latter half of the twentieth century. This period also saw the 
deterioration of urban centers—a process motivated by federal policies 
that supported suburban home ownership and commercial development, 
and worsened by the race riots in the 1960s. It was disastrous for downtown 
economies, retailers, and urban black communities. Hoping to restore 
American cities, the federal government, with the backing of the depart-
ment store industry, implemented urban renewal programs. According to 
the historian Vicki Howard, across the country “downtown retailers saw 
urban renewal as a means of ‘salvation’—specifically a strategy for fight-
ing competition from the new discount stores that sprang after World War 
II. Urban renewal was also a means of reclaiming their traditional role 
downtown.”38

Department store executives at Edward Malley Co. in New Haven,39 
Macy’s in New York City, Rich’s in Atlanta, Filene’s and Gilchrist in Boston, 
and Gimbels and Wanamaker’s in Philadelphia, among others, took leading 
roles in local urban renewal projects. Sears, Roebuck, and Company also 
led renewal programs in city neighborhoods where it maintained stores. The 
retailer “was plagued with shoplifting and found it difficult to convince its 
best sales people to work in decaying neighborhoods. Even steady customers 
were reluctant to go to some stores.” Executives hoped that “an urban 
renewal effort might change this situation, protecting the company’s 
sizeable investment in retail facilities, and it would also mean increased 
sales of Sears products to be used in the clean-up campaign.”40 But, as the 
retailer ultimately learned, it was ill equipped to contend with the deep-
seated social problems that plagued American cities.

Arguably, Sears’s most notable revitalization project concentrated on 
Chicago’s North Lawndale community, the home of the company’s head-
quarters from 1906 to 1973. In the 1950s and 1960s, despite being bom-
barded with civil rights unrest, Sears had emerged as one of America’s top 
retailers, eventually beating out its major competitor Montgomery Ward. 
But the company’s fortune did not reflect the course of the neighborhood 
where it was headquartered. As Sears progressed, North Lawndale re-
gressed. The North Lawndale neighborhood is located on Chicago’s West 
Side and was in dire shape by the 1960s. In the 1940s and 1950s, the neigh-
borhood underwent a “rapid and complete ethno-racial transition” as a 
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result of the Second Great Migration. Available entry-level, unskilled 
jobs, affordable housing, and public transportation made Lawndale an en-
ticing alternative to the overcrowded, overpriced, crime-ridden South 
Side. Coinciding with and arguably as a result of this influx, more than 
75,000 white residents abandoned the neighborhood. Lawndale’s Jewish 
residents opted for suburban living in Skokie and Highland Park after the 
Supreme Court outlawed restrictive covenants in 1948 and mass-produced 
suburbs put home ownership within reach for millions of middle-class citi-
zens.41 The result was that, by 1960, North Lawndale “turn[ed] from al-
most 90 percent Caucasian to more than 90 percent African American”—a 
significant percentage of whom were unemployed and undereducated.42

Lawndale had become a neighborhood of so-called undesirables and 
undesirable elements. It was, in a word, a ghetto. Residents, civil rights 
activists, city officials, and local business leaders reasoned that the source 
of the problem laid with young African Americans who had received 
poor schooling and were ill prepared for, and thus without a productive 
place in, the job market and society. Delinquency, crime, and street gangs 
proliferated and alienated “respectable” black and white residents as a 
result.

As this community declined, Sears’s executives considered relocating its 
headquarters to downtown Chicago to escape the poverty and unrest of the 
West Side. But to the surprise of many, after much deliberation, the retailer 
decided not to abandon North Lawndale. Many executives felt morally 
obligated to respect former president and CEO Julius Rosenwald’s philan-
thropic legacy and commitment to Chicago’s black community. Others had 
been raised in and had fond memories of the neighborhood; they were 
overwhelmed with nostalgia at the thought of moving. At the same time, the 
logistics and cost of relocation were weighed, as well as the possibility that 
moving would garner bad publicity. There is even a slight possibility 
that executives also sympathized with African Americans who, through 
civil disturbances and protests, voiced their frustration, anger, and sadness 
about being repeatedly and forcefully denied first-class citizenship. Even-
tually, the retailer concluded that staying to rebuild North Lawndale could 
be a boon to its profits and reputation among the people it served.

The company’s urban renewal program was grounded in the belief that 
“saving” this ghetto hinged on “saving” its black residents. This process, 
they conceived, would involve transforming the West Side’s undesirables of 
color into respectable workers and consumers. In 1954, Sears (and other 
private sources) made monetary donations to the burgeoning Greater 
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Lawndale Conservation Commission (GLCC), an interracial, not-for-profit 
community organization tasked with “mak[ing] Greater Lawndale an 
outstanding neighborhood for modern living and work.”43 Sears remained 
the organization’s largest backer for the next two decades. Together, Sears 
and the GLCC counseled Lawndale families on “property, propriety, and 
personal matters; becoming better citizens by knowing the obligations and 
responsibilities as well as the rewards of citizenship; living in a complex 
urban area; becoming productive members of the economy; [and] becoming 
informed of the citizens’ role in law and order.”44

The Sears-GLCC relationship resembled businesses’ and middle-class 
blacks’ responses to the Great Migration in early twentieth-century Detroit 
and Chicago. Ford Motor Company, for example, cultivated close alliances 
(that often involved material rewards) with the leaders of Detroit’s black 
community, most notably black clergymen, heads of black fraternal organ
izations, and the city’s two principal race advancement organizations—the 
Detroit Urban League and the local branch of the National Association for 
the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP). These relationships enabled 
the company to recruit and shape a black workforce that embraced a pro-
management stance and resisted unionism in the first few decades of the 
twentieth century.45 Similarly, in Chicago, “most employers of large num-
bers of migrants recognized that they could most effectively shape the 
work habits of migrants by seeking the advice and aid of black Chicagoans 
who shared their objective of creating an efficient black work force.”46 Ac-
cording to the historian James Grossman, employers sought the assistance 
of Black Chicago’s Old Settlers (African Americans living in Chicago before 
the Great Migration and often of the middle and upper classes), the Chicago 
Urban League, and the Wabash Avenue YMCA. Separately, as well as to-
gether, these groups worked to transform southern blacks into produc-
tive, proficient, and respectable employees and residents of the city.

Nearly forty years later, Sears and the GLCC, too, encouraged and su-
pervised black Chicagoans’ deference to middle-class norms of behavior. 
Supported by the retailer, the GLCC held tea parties, fashion shows, and 
fund-raisers to create bonds and solidarity among residents and raise funds 
needed to build a community center, health clinics, and other infrastruc-
tures. It also sponsored block clubs to monitor community norms and ad-
vocate for city services. These clubs created codes of conduct that mandated 
that residents keep their property clean, behave respectably and courte-
ously, be as quiet as possible at all times of the day, and be “good neigh-
bors” and refrain from criminal activities.
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Consumption, or more specifically “respectable” consumption, was a key 
aspect of Lawndale’s urban renewal program. One proponent likened the 
process to being a gentleman. He espoused, “There is a saying in French, 
which translated goes something like this: ‘A gentleman is 50% dress, 50% 
address.’ And Lawndale unfortunately today is 50% poor dress and 50% 
poor address. To keep people who want dress and address, Lawndale has to 
be given prestige.”47 Not surprisingly, Sears and the GLCC believed that 
prestige could be taught and conferred through consumption and relied on 
African American women to meet this end. They understood that women 
typically handled their family’s shopping and, in the specific case of the 
black family, were often the primary breadwinner and head of household 
as well. Executives and community leaders also appreciated the role of 
women in raising children—ideally, middle-class citizens—tending to the 
beautification and maintenance of the home, and shaping the direction and 
dimensions of the black freedom struggle.

The GLCC, thus, attended to this reality. Black women sat on the organ
ization’s board of directors and various subcommittees, and launched the 
Ladies’ Auxiliary in 1957 (an action-oriented arm that provided moral and 
financial support to the organization).48 According to one scholar, “The 
Ladies’ Auxiliary capitalized on women’s traditions of socializing and 
sharing responsibility to accomplish their priorities.” As it matured, the 
committee proved to be “peripheral to the [GLCC] only in name.”49 It 
planned and executed GLCC initiatives, revealing the woman-focused na-
ture of Lawndale’s urban renewal project. For example, the commission reg-
ularly disseminated tips on buying and decorating a home. In February 1958, 
the Ladies’ Auxiliary held an event called “Color Comes Calling.” This event 
was “an instructive and entertaining 30 minute talk and demonstration” 
that enlightened its audience on “(1) simple, basic, color rules; (2) how to 
blend colors with drapery, upholstery and wall combinations; and (3) how 
to use colors you like and enjoy to reflect yourself.”50 The auxiliary also 
sponsored several programs and competitions, including Cleaner Lawndale 
Operation Pride and the Community Good Neighborhood Award, which 
encouraged residents to improve and maintain their property. While in-
forming and creating a need and desire for a middle-class life, and all of its 
accoutrements, Sears concurrently advertised its household wares in the 
Lawndale Journal, inviting residents to decorate their homes with rugs, 
paint, windows, bath ensembles, and appliances sold at its Tower Store. 
Thus, from the GLCC events to Sears’s advertisements, Sears sold goods in a 
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way that echoed early department store sales techniques—the employment 
of skilled saleswomen, advertisements, and displays to educate its custom-
ers on “good taste” and convince them that they could buy a “virtuous” 
home and life.51

Sears and the commission also sponsored fashion shows, galas, cotillions, 
and other social activities at the Sears Community Center and the Sears 
YMCA. The fashion shows, in particular, featured clothing and accessories 
modeled by black women and youth from the neighborhood and were avail-
able for purchase at Sears. During the Christmas shopping season, the GLCC 
gave tours to “underprivileged children of the Greater Lawndale area . . . ​
to acquaint them with Sears, Roebuck, & Co. and give these children a 
chance to see Santa Claus and individually talk to Santa Claus.”52

All of these events were designed “to illustrate that women and girls can 
be attractively as well as modestly and decently attired,” and to court and 
educate current and future shoppers of color.53 These objectives were re-
inforced with store advertisements. In the 1960s, Sears increased and re-
fined its advertisements to black Chicagoans, publicizing wares that would 
mark a shopper as modern, respectable, smart, stylish, and of course 
prestigious. For example, a 1963 ad for “High Style Hats” illustrated “the 
latest fashion design hats in the newest fall colors” and instructed the reader 
to “charge it on Sears revolving charge account.”54 In January 1966, Sears 
advertised a coat sale. It claimed, “Spectacular Clearance of Cloth Coats and 
Luxuriously Fur-Trimmed Coats at Big Saving with a Full Winter Ahead!” 
Coat types and prices were categorized into two groups: “Casual and Dressy 
Cloth Coats” that were “smartly styled” “in . . . ​quality fabrics” and “all 
warmly lined. Many with zip-out lining” and “Lavishly Fur-Trimmed Coats” 
with “such luxurious furs as natural mink, blue dyed Norwegian fur, dyed 
Persian lamb . . . ​on the finest fabrics.”55 Again, the buyer is instructed to 
charge her purchase.

Instruction in middle-class consumption was not solely about taste 
making; it also was about creating middle-class citizens. In 1962, under the 
advisement of Mark Satter, a Chicago attorney and former GLCC board 
member, the commission initiated and developed a consumer education 
program. According to Satter, “We do not plan an abstract academic dis-
cussion, but rather a down to earth dollars and cents program with empha-
sis on precisely how much can be spent for the major articles we buy . . . ​
and how to determine the amount we can pay for rent, ways to learn the 
value of homes we buy and general day to day consumer education in all 
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fields affecting minority communities of the city of Chicago.” The pro-
gram also attended to the pitfalls of making large purchases and the 
dangers of bankruptcy.56

But it was not enough to imbue African Americans with middle-class 
tastes and behaviors. Blacks needed the means with which to buy and live 
a Sears-designed middle-class life. So, in the 1960s, Sears and the GLCC 
implemented employment programs that targeted African American women 
and youths (figure  13). This decision is particularly striking given that 
Lyndon B. Johnson’s War on Poverty had been influenced originally by 
decades-long scholarship that blamed women for the rise of familial and 
urban ills and thus sought to help men “assume their proper place as income 
providers and head of households” and regain their “masculine dignity.”57 
At the same time, however, their decision was sound. Sears’s employment 
programs were linked to both the anti–juvenile delinquency efforts of the 
late 1950s and early 1960s and the War on Poverty’s principal goal (one that 
arguably emerged after much criticism on the policy’s historical assump-
tions and foundations) of eliminating economic and social deprivations by 
raising poor people to the middle class.58 Further, Sears already had a his-
tory of working with and assisting African American women and under-
stood women’s value in building, shaping, and controlling black families 
and neighborhoods. (This appreciation, also held by the War on Poverty’s 
Community Action Program, tapped into the nation’s deep tradition of local 
governance and community participation.) Additionally, the retailer was in 
dire need of trained office workers, and, given that it viewed clerical work 
as women’s work, it is no wonder that it focused on developing jobs pro-
grams for black women and girls in Lawndale. Finally, men were typically 
relegated to manual work—a field that provided on-the-job training and 
did not require instruction in respectability.

In 1961, Sears cosponsored the Jobs for Youth program—a “hardcore” 
employment initiative for high school dropouts or potential dropouts, people 
often regarded as juvenile delinquents and members of “street corner 
society”—with the Weiboldt Foundation, Chicago Boys Clubs, Chicago Youth 
Centers, the YMCA, and the federal government. The program brought 
together the skills and efforts of the school system, industry, youth-serving 
agencies, city and state governments, and responsible adults and youths to 
encourage troubled young people to reenroll in school and to provide in-
struction on navigating the worlds of school and work. Over the course of 
seven weeks, program participants were tested on their level of abilities 
and provided academic tutoring by the Northwestern Student Tutoring 



FIGURE 13 ​Ted Bell, photographer, Vern Bailey, Catalog Personnel at Sears-Main 
(West), CULR_0002_0078_0861_007, ca. 1969, Chicago Urban League Records, 
series 2, box 78, folder 861, University of Illinois at Chicago Library, Special 
Collections.
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Project and mentorship from a “group of matured citizens.” They also re-
ceived counseling to help them understand and resolve their problems, 
and afforded internships at businesses and industries in the community. 
Graduates of the program were invited to join the Jobs for Youth Alumni 
Club, which aimed to maintain and broaden the activities of graduates. 
Some of the club’s activities included social meetings, “helping others” 
projects, cultural programs, and supporting and assisting each other.59

Six years later, the retailer instituted the Sears Clerical Training Job 
Opportunities in the Business Sector (JOBS) project, an employment pro-
gram for African American women that was likely associated with or influ-
enced by the antipoverty programs Job Corps and Neighborhood Youth 
Corps. The YWCA of Metropolitan Chicago, the Youth Opportunity Center of 
the Illinois State Employment Service, and the Illinois Department of Vo-
cational Education and Rehabilitation also supported the project. The 
Clerical Training JOBS project aimed to prepare black women for “good 
jobs.” It required job applicants to complete twenty weeks of job training 
that “included 35 hours a week of classes in typing, shorthand, receptionist 
and switchboard skills, calculator and business machines, business math 
and English.” Classes also instructed women on “personality development—
the fine points of grooming, charm, and personal hygiene.” One year into 
the project, the training program had grown significantly: “Six full time 
workers” now trained women between the ages of seventeen and twenty-
one “in job skills, personality development, and how to apply successfully 
for a job. . . . ​While undergoing training, the young women receive[d] a 
small salary.” By the end of the program, “enrollees” had secured “work in 
offices where the clerical unity had working-training agreements.”60

On June 23, 1967, the first class of thirty-three students graduated. At 
graduation, “most of the trainees . . . ​had been tested and interviewed for 
employment” by the “companies that helped [the JOBS project] by donating 
training equipment.”61 In 1968, after the third class completed the program, 
Sears publicized that 105 women had graduated from the program and 
that 88 of these graduates had been hired as clerical workers throughout 
Chicago.62

Few, if any, clerical graduates of color appeared to have been hired by 
Sears, despite promises to the contrary and cries that the company needed 
trained office workers.63 However, Sears did hire several graduates from the 
Jobs for Youth program. For example, in 1974, with the program now called 
the Youth Motivation Program, Sears celebrated the success of two young 
black high school dropouts: Cheryl Redmond and John Swoope. After four 
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years and numerous promotions at Sears, Redmond was promoted to a se
nior clerical assistant tasked with supervising other unit members and 
assisting a buyer. Swoope was encouraged to return to school after spending 
almost a year as a mail messenger for Sears. Presumably after graduating 
from high school and the youth program, he was appointed as a division 
head for the Business Service Centers in Department 731P. Swoope credited 
the program as the reason why he earned his high school diploma and 
gained a sense of work ethic: “I’ve been working for Sears for four years now, 
and I’ve missed only one day of work in all the time. I’ve had a number of 
jobs and promotions and now I have 18 people to supervise. . . . ​Right now, 
I feel I’m as good as I once was bad.”64

When publicizing the news of Redmond and Swoope, the retailer was 
quite self-congratulatory as if it was the primary source of their success. But 
few other black hires are named in extant records, suggesting that Sears’s 
job program, like those of Carson, Pirie, Scott in Chicago and Bamberger’s 
in Newark in the early 1960s, was not without faults. Like Sears’s program, 
Carson’s and Bamberger’s programs encouraged high school dropouts and 
potential dropouts to remain in or reenroll in school and earn their high 
school diploma. Students who agreed to this plan were hired as part-time 
store clerks, messengers, or warehouse workers. Few secured gainful em-
ployment in department stores after graduation, however—the direct re-
sult of retailers’ unwillingness to fully embrace workplace integration and 
the changing nature of retail during this period. Thus, as one scholar 
observed, these programs “had little impact on department store work forces 
since they were not primarily intended to make these employees permanent, 
full-time workers.”65

Sears and other retailers continued to make “some commitment to hire 
the hardcore,” owing to encouragement from the JOBS program and the 
National Alliance of Businessmen organization throughout the 1960s and 
into the 1970s. But again, their commitment and subsequent initiatives did 
little to permanently diversify white-collar work in the department store 
industry. A disproportionate share of “hardcore” blacks, thus, was mired 
in service and warehouse positions. Students complained that these jobs 
offered little room for growth and that the cost of going to work—
transportation, clothes, babysitters, and the like—was significantly more 
than what they earned. In fact, the earnings provided by the welfare system 
were often more than what they could earn at these entry-level jobs.66

Unfortunately, Sears, the GLCC, and their urban renewal initiatives did 
little to improve the overall condition of North Lawndale and its residents; 
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moreover, the gains made were upended by civil disturbances in 1965, 1966, 
and 1968. According to the historian Amanda I. Seligman, the riots did not 
“set off a precipitous decline in the West Side’s fortunes”; instead, they 
“exacerbated existing problems and widened established cleavages in race 
relations, the local economy, and employment.”67 In August 1965, in the 
midst of protests against a city fire department station in West Garfield Park 
for its refusal to employ African Americans, “an out-of-control fire truck 
killed a young black woman. The picketers smashed windows at the fire
house and nearby stores” and set a few fires, causing an estimated $20,000 in 
damage.68 Two more riots occurred in 1966. In June, a police officer shot a 
man in Humbolt Park, a largely Puerto Rican neighborhood. Incensed, local 
residents broke windows and looted retail establishments. And in mid-July, 
the Chicago police turned off fire hydrants that were keeping youth cool in 
the sweltering summer heat on the Near West Side. Rioting subsequently 
ensued and quickly expanded into East and West Garfield Park and North 
Lawndale. Ten people were wounded, twenty-four were arrested, and 
“looting and arson damaged more than $2 million worth of property.”69

The most damaging civil disturbance on the West Side, however, was by 
far the King riots in April 1968, which caused $14 million worth of physical 
damage, nine deaths, and injuries to forty-six civilians and ninety police 
officers. Many commercial enterprises were destroyed by window break-
ings, looting, and arson, and never reopened after the riot ended. “Blocks 
and blocks of residential property remained vacant lots—unoccupied and 
unkempt—into the twenty-first century. . . . ​Over the next several decades, 
the populations of North Lawndale, East Garfield Park, and West Garfield 
Park halved. Black families with means moved elsewhere in the city, leaving 
only the poorest families behind and making the West Side the epitome of 
inner-city desolation.”70

In the end, Sears’s efforts failed. Its Lawndale project failed to curb pov-
erty and crime, while its job programs did little to improve black employ-
ment. So, in 1973, with most other businesses having abandoned the West 
Side of Chicago, Sears closed its Lawndale headquarters as well, and re-
opened downtown in the newly finished Sears Tower on South Wacker Drive.

Legal Battles between the EEOC and  
Sears, Roebuck, and Company, 1973–1986

Sears’s urban renewal ventures should have furthered the department 
store movement’s objectives. But even as the retailer tried to mediate and 
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encourage black middle-class life and aspirations in Chicago, it bitterly 
refused to sincerely democratize its labor and consumer practices. 
Throughout the 1950s and 1960s, Sears fervently opposed black demands 
to integrate its “better job categories” in Chicago, New Orleans, Denver, 
Pittsburgh, Covington and Lexington, Kentucky, and other cities. The re-
tailer capitulated only after unrelenting pressure from the Congress of 
Racial Equality (CORE) and other civil rights organizations, and even then 
its employment of African Americans in these positions was of a token 
nature.71 Then, in 1969, Sears rebuffed the request of the National Welfare 
Rights Organization (NWRO) that the retailer grant welfare recipients the 
same right to credit that other consumers enjoyed. In response, the NWRO 
effected a large-scale campaign against the retailer. Its members, most of 
whom were poor black women, wanted the freedom to procure quality, 
durable, low-priced goods—especially adequate furniture, appliances, and 
clothing—that they were unable to attain at their neighborhood retailers 
or without credit at working- and middle-class department stores. Access 
to credit, these women insisted, would provide them with not only the 
means to buy but also the freedom to decide on their own what to buy, 
without the input of the state or the local welfare department. By 1979, the 
NWRO had pressured Sears into becoming one of the few large retail stores 
that granted welfare recipients charge cards.72

As one contemporary recalled, Sears was “a very tough company when 
it came to the civil rights movement.”73 So, in the wake of the 1964 Civil 
Rights Act—the legal achievement of decades-long black activism—many 
blacks sought assistance from the EEOC (others, such as Woodward and 
Lothrop workers, leveraged older labor laws and unionization).74 African 
Americans had grown tired of jumping retailers’ incessant hurdles toward 
fair employment, only to find new hurdles—such as interviewing but not 
hiring or hiring but not promoting, suburbanization, and the privatization 
of shopping malls—placed in the way. Title VII and the EEOC presented 
African Americans, and by extension the department store movement, with 
a new avenue to address wrongdoings in the workplace. For example, in 
September 1965, Charles J. Lawson and Lillian Campbell filed a complaint 
with the EEOC alleging race discrimination in the hiring of sales personnel 
at the Sears in Fayetteville, North Carolina. Lawson and Campbell “were 
told their applications would be filed and they would be called if needed. . . . ​
Campbell alleges only one Negro salesgirl is employed in the store and most 
departments are segregated.” Again, in early November 1965, Bettie  J. 
Covington and Nancy Armstrong filed a similar complaint against Sears’s 
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mail-order center in Laurinburg, North Carolina. Covington and Armstrong 
tried to apply for sales work twice on September 20 and “were told the man
ager was out. They charge this is a device to avoid interviewing Negro ap-
plicants and stated that Negroes are only employed in menial jobs.”75

In all of these cases, the commission concluded that Sears had not violated 
Title VII of the Civil Rights Act because no vacancies were allegedly 
available at the time of application. The agency ignored the fact that African 
Americans made up 1–2 percent of the workforce in these stores, and, of 
those employed, most worked in manual jobs that required little to no skill. 
But these and other charges were not filed in vain. In a pro–affirmative 
action milieu and emboldened by its recent victory against AT&T, the EEOC, 
driven by the flood of complaints and unremitting civil rights activism, took 
action and pressured the retailer “to improve their performance in em-
ploying women and minorities.”76 In response to this pressure, Sears in-
stituted an affirmative action program that was designed to force the 
integration of the “territories and sovereign Parent departments.” It was 
developed using information obtained from a distributed questionnaire 
about minority and women workers. It required managers to consider the 
race, sex, and national origin of applicants and employees in making all 
employment decisions. The program sought to meet several goals: first, “to 
attract [local minority and women’s groups] and where their present level 
of skill or knowledge might not be sufficient, to assist them through training 
programs”; second, to “balance our work force in all job categories, rea-
sonably reflecting the population composition of the area surrounding 
each Sears employment unit”; third, “to hire and promote minorities into 
jobs where previously they may have been underrepresented”; and fourth, 
to provide “equal pay for jobs of substantially equal skill.”77

Another goal of the program involved educating employees on its pur-
pose and progress. In employee newsletters, brochures, and handouts, 
management frequently addressed worker concerns about affirmative ac-
tion. For example, in one newsletter, program director Ray  J. Graham 
spoke of white men’s fears that they might lose their opportunities. He stated 
that white males have “simply lost their monopoly on them. What we’re 
aiming for is a policy of inclusion, not exclusion. . . . ​[The] competition for 
jobs will now be a lot stiffer . . . ​but we still promote people on their ability 
to do a job.” Graham also answered the question about whether the program 
was in reality reverse discrimination. Borrowing an analogy from an AT&T 
executive, Graham compared affirmative action to “a continental road race 
from New York to Los Angeles between two cars, one black and one white.” 
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He relayed a story of how the white car’s route was uninhibited but the black 
car’s path was littered with “nails, tacks, glass, boulders, and trees.” Es-
sentially, the goal of the program was to ensure not only that the path for 
both cars remained clear but also that the black car had an opportunity to 
“catch up with the white car.”78

After five years, Sears published the progress of the affirmative action 
program in its annual report. Comparing 1969 and 1973 statistics on female 
and minority representation, the 1973 annual report showed that black 
employment increased from 7.6 to 11.1 percent. Black workers’ presence 
improved in all positions of responsibility (officials and managers, profes-
sional, technicians, sales workers, office and clerical, craftsmen, and opera-
tives) and decreased in manual fields of laborer and service worker. Most 
notably, minorities increased 178.3 percent in the category of officials and 
managers; 5.8 percent of Sears’s officials and managers were African Ameri-
can, Asian, American Indian, or Spanish-surnamed American. The percent-
age of women workers did not increase; in fact, it decreased by 1 percent—but 
their presence improved in the following job categories: officials and man
agers, professionals, technicians, sales workers, office and clerical, and 
operatives. The company reported that the percentage of women in the 
officials and manager category increased 70.2 percent, with this group rep-
resenting 27.6 percent of the company’s total officials and managers.79

Yet despite this marked progress, minorities and women continued to be 
discriminated against and filed complaints with the EEOC seeking reso-
lution; records suggest that nearly 1,500 complaints were made from 1965 
to 1979.80 The company blamed the intervention of the federal govern-
ment and women and employees of color for being unqualified and un
interested in jobs that would diversify the workplace. It also claimed that 
its affirmative action efforts faltered because its decentralized structure 
made the implementation and supervision of its program difficult. According 
to one scholar, “Memos about affirmative action that came from [head-
quarters in Chicago] were often suppressed in the territories, and though 
there was eventually some hiring of minorities at the store level, the per-
sonnel department found that college-educated black employees were 
being relegated to the candy department or the shipping docks, without 
any plans for moving them along.”81

As a result, in 1973 the commission indicted Sears for violating the 1964 
Civil Rights Act and began an investigation into the charge. The next year, 
as the EEOC and the company negotiated a settlement, Sears added the 
Mandatory Achievement of Goals (MAG) Plan to its affirmative action 
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program, hoping to accelerate the representation and promotion of minority 
and female employees. Per the MAG Plan’s terms, unit managers at all levels 
were required to fill all “vacanc[ies] caused by the departure or promotion 
of a woman or [a] minority . . . [with] somebody of the same group. All 
other vacancies must be filled on a one-for-two basis,” meaning a woman 
or minority group member must be hired for one out of every two openings 
that occur. The affirmative action manual provided the following example 
of how the retailer projected the MAG Plan would proceed: “You anticipate 
6 full time commission sales openings. However 2 of them are minorities 
and women, with the remaining four being white men. MAG requires that 
the 2 be replaced ‘in-kind’ prior to making any other assignments to that job 
classification and then the one out of two (50%) rule applies to the remain-
ing 4.” The manager then would hire four women and/or minorities and two 
white men.82

Sears Roebuck touted that minority groups had made “dramatic gains” 
as a result of the company’s affirmative action program, specifically the 
MAG program, and insisted that the EEOC’s charges were insincere.83 In 
1975, in large part as a result of its MAG program, Sears was named one of 
thirteen winners in the 1975 annual Corporate Social Responsibility Awards 
competition sponsored by Business and Society Review.84 Two years later, in 
January 1977, the company learned that, thanks to its MAG program, it was 
outpacing the national workforce in hiring and promoting women and 
minorities and decided to permanently install this operation. In its 1976 
annual report, the company revealed that African Americans had “moved 
into 13.4 percent of the jobs, up 5.8 percent from 1969.” They held 6.4 and 
5.8 percent of the top-level posts as “officials and managers” and “profes-
sionals,” respectively. Also, blacks occupied 11.9 percent of sales positions 
and 12.8 percent of office and clerical positions. Women had made similar 
progress according to Sears. They “represented 35 percent of ‘officials and 
managers.’ In the ‘professionals,’ they held steady at 48.6  percent of the 
jobs, up from about 15  percent in 1969.”85 By January 1980, only a few 
months after the EEOC filed suit, black representation in sales, clerical, and 
managerial positions had increased slightly: 7.4 percent of “officials and 
managers,” 9.6 percent of “professionals,” 11.4 percent of sales workers, 
and 13.8 percent of office and clerical workers were African American.86

However, the MAG program was not without its fair share of problems. 
Gordon Weil revealed that “the company reports that ‘several members 
of management have been dismissed, and others have been disciplined as a 
result of the program’ or rather their failure to participate in the program.” 
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Ray Graham, the “man who head[ed] the [Sears] affirmative action program 
in Chicago,” recollected “visiting balky store managers in the South and 
telling them they would have to accept the program or leave.”87 Addition-
ally, another scholar noted, “in practice . . . ​the MAG program had loopholes: 
if a qualified woman or minority could not be found a white man could be 
hired, and women’s groups alleged that employees were not always told 
about the program or how to apply for one of the relevant job openings.”88

Sears’s equal opportunity initiatives went beyond hiring and involved 
supporting minority economic development. It funded Tower Ventures, Inc., 
a Minority Enterprise Small Business Investment Company created by the 
Department of Commerce, and invested in minority-owned banks. Tower 
Ventures was created to assist “socially and economically disadvantaged 
Americans” in their efforts to own and operate small businesses; it was es-
pecially helpful to small firms that could supply Sears with goods and ser
vices. This program offered basic services for businesses and provided 
“long-term capital by lending funds to these businesses, guarantee[d] loans 
made to them by third parties, and help[ed] them locate management and 
technical assistance.”89 One of these minority-owned businesses was Nor-
Way Printing. In 1983, Sears contracted the company to handle some of its 
printing. Nor-Way Printing owner Wayne Williams recounted that the re-
tailer did not restrict the type of printers used to create Sears brochures or 
impose any unreasonable deadlines and paid its bills in a timely manner—
all problems small businesses often faced when working with large corpo-
rations. Williams credited Sears with helping him expand his company: in 
1983, Sears’s first order was 100,000 brochures; by 1986, a single job for 
Sears was 18 million copies. With this, Nor-War Printing moved into a new 
and larger plant in the winter of 1986.90

Other department stores implemented similar programs to support 
minority economic advancement during this period. Neiman-Marcus, for 
example, established a policy whereby it promised to purchase only from 
businesses that maintained good records in minority hiring and promotion. 
This upscale retailer complemented this measure with its own fair employ-
ment policy.91

Sears Roebuck, thus, insisted that women and minority workers had 
made tremendous gains as a result of the company’s affirmative action ini-
tiatives. The EEOC, however, disagreed, and rightly so. Accusations of race 
and sex discrimination abound. For example, in 1973 and 1974, the NAACP 
Legal Defense Fund filed charges of discrimination against Sears’s Catalog 
Distribution Center and Retail Store at 495 North Watkins, and Sears’s 
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Broad Street Retail Distribution Center in Memphis, Tennessee. It alleged, 
“The company discriminates against an identifiable aggrieved party and 
against all Blacks—male and female in terms of recruitment, initial employ-
ment, assignments, promotions, training, job classifications, demotions, 
terminations and in terms and conditions of employment. The company 
terminates black employees with high seniority, replaces them with new non-
blacks and retains non-black employees with low seniority during reduc-
tions in forces.” After investigating these charges, the EEOC concluded that 
not only were African Americans “underrepresented” in Sears’s “aggregated 
Memphis workforce”92 but also the majority were concentrated in part-time 
positions and manual labor jobs. Further, the commission determined that 
black workers were systemically discouraged from and denied transfers and 
promotions, and discharged “in disproportionately large numbers in com-
parison to their presence [in the] Memphis workforce.”93 These charges be-
came the basis for the commission’s Memphis race discrimination suit.

Civil rights organizations and individuals not only leveraged the powers 
of the federal government to challenge workplace discrimination; they 
also continued to organize and participate in demonstrations. In 1974, 
the Indiana Black Caucus, with the support of the Chicago-National Organ
ization for Women (NOW),94 voted unanimously to boycott “Sears for mov-
ing its fifty-year old store in central Gary, Indiana, to a suburban shopping 
center inaccessible by public transportation.” Relocation, NOW leaders ar-
gued, would result in the loss of city revenue, the reduction of the black re-
tail workforce, and the confinement of those hired, most notably black 
women employees, to “the dirtiest, lowest-paid, least-skilled jobs.”95

It is not surprising, then, that the EEOC and Sears were unable to peace-
fully resolve their dispute, as each party held drastically different views on 
the conditions of black and women workers. So, in early 1977, the EEOC is-
sued a Commission Decision that there was “reasonable cause” to conclude 
that Sears violated Title VII. Not long after, efforts to reach an out-of-court 
settlement resumed. But again, conciliation failed, especially after Sears, 
represented by Charles Morgan (founder of the southern regional office of 
the American Civil Liberties Union), filed a class action suit on behalf of 
retailers with fifteen or more employees in late January 1979. In the wake 
of Regents of the University of California v. Bakke and United Steelworkers v. 
Weber in 1978, the Sears suit directly challenged various agencies and 
individuals of the federal government, including the EEOC, on the legality 
of affirmative action. The company charged that the government had no 
clear national policy. Specifically, it argued that “the myriad of Federal anti-
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discrimination statutes and regulations” conflicted with one another and 
were impossible to comply with, and that government policies themselves 
had created “an unbalanced workforce dominated by white males.”96 Sears 
further complained that the federal government had “failed to enforce civil 
rights laws, including education and housing provisions, intended to provide 
industry with a well-qualified workforce.”97

Some African Americans—most prominently Nathaniel Wright  Jr., a 
black power advocate, Episcopal minister, and scholar—applauded Sears for 
bringing attention to the government’s violation of antidiscrimination laws 
and its dysfunctional approach to civil rights and black participation in all 
aspects of American life. Arguing that the black community should support 
the Sears suit, Wright praised the company’s philanthropy, especially 
concerning black education, its voluntary implementation of an affirmative 
action program, and the MAG initiative.98

Others were not so supportive. For example, Vernon Jordan, then pres-
ident of the National Urban League (NUL), “appreciate[d] the bind Sears 
[found] itself in.” Specifically, he wrote, “government orders have been 
inconsistent and contradictory. Given the employment picture, you can’t 
have affirmative action for everybody. That’s why it is necessary to have 
effective affirmative action for those most in need of special efforts—Black 
workers struggling to overcome the negative heritage of persistent exclusion 
from jobs, trades, and professions.” Jordan, thus, concluded, “That’s why 
both the government and the private sector have to redirect their efforts. If 
the Sears Suit results in such a clarification, it will have served a good 
purpose, but if it becomes part of the attack on the principles of affirmative 
action in the post-Bakke era, it could have harmful effects. Given the 
negative mood of the country . . . ​I am afraid this suit will give aid and 
comfort to the enemies of affirmative action.”99

Many feared that the Sears suit would weaken or, worse yet, end affir-
mative action programs in the United States. Several civil rights activists 
vehemently opposed the Sears suit and implored the company to withdraw 
it and pushed President Jimmy Carter to have the suit dismissed. The NUL 
and its Chicago branch viewed the Sears suit as “another example of the 
effort to strengthen the forces that oppose affirmative action” and as “a 
legal effort to circumvent rather than to meet the company’s responsibil-
ity to show concern for those who remain excluded.”100 The NUL, however, 
also “agree[d] that Sears has a valid point in complaining about the diffi-
culty of satisfying the multiple federal laws and directives and that resolv-
ing their conflicts and focusing our affirmative action goals are worthy 
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pursuits.” Apparently, the organization ultimately hoped the end result 
of the suit would be the “consolidation of EEO enforcement into a single, 
cabinet level department,” a process it “hoped to work with Sears towards 
meeting this end.”101

Jesse Jackson, then national president of Operation PUSH, referred to 
the lawsuit as “a mixture of Kool-Aid and cyanide.” He wrote,

The Kool-Aid side is that Sears raises some legitimate questions about 
conflicting regulations (though even this charge is less true since the 
President’s reorganization message to Congress and the Uniform Guide-
lines issued by the EEOC in 1978); castigates the Federal Government for 
its failure to enforce civil rights laws (which is beyond dispute and thus, 
weakens its moral authority to challenge private industry); and docu-
ments how the Federal Government planned an imbalanced work force.

The cyanide side is the present conservative climate in which this 
suit was filed; the right-wing and racist elements that have endorsed it; 
the political message it sends to the President, the Congress, and the 
Courts; its prayers for relief which far exceed its basic complaints and 
its potential for polarizations.

Jackson, like Jordan and other civil rights leaders and organizations, in-
cluding the NAACP, feared that the Sears suit held the potential for aug-
menting the Bakke decision. The NAACP Executive Committee argued that 
this lawsuit was part of a larger effort to undo civil rights laws and affir-
mative action. More explicitly, it stated that “the Sears suit is part and 
parcel of the northern strategy of nullification and interposition.”102

The Sears suit sparked some activism: PUSH circulated a petition, with 
the hope of obtaining 250,000 signatures, asking Sears to drop the suit; 
Jackson organized a national coalition of groups representative of civil 
rights organizations, along with groups of women, minorities, and individu-
als with disabilities, to “confront the issue of the Sears Suit . . . ​[and bring] 
national pressure on the current administration for full employment”;103 
and this national coalition held an Emergency National Leadership Con-
ference in late February 1979 to discuss the class action lawsuit brought 
by Sears, “the legislation which is under attack and possibly map strategies 
and courses of action that may be taken with respect to this suit.”104

Approximately five months after Sears’s suit against the EEOC was filed, 
it was dismissed. Within months, on October 22, 1979, the EEOC filed five 
lawsuits against Sears, charging that the retailer had violated Title VII of 
the Civil Rights Act of 1964. Three of the suits were based on race, one on 
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race and national origin, and one on sex. Of these lawsuits, the sex dis-
crimination case was the only case to go to trial; it was tried during a ten-
month span from 1984 to 1985 in the U.S. District Court in Chicago. The 
EEOC charged Sears with systematically failing to hire women for com-
mission sales positions on the same basis as men, refusing to promote women 
working in noncommission sales to commission sales positions on the same 
basis as men, and paying female supervisors less than their similarly situ-
ated male counterparts. The agency used elaborate statistical data and 
qualitative evidence on Sears’s hiring procedures, not testimony, to sup-
port its charges. Specifically, it compiled and analyzed disparities be-
tween the female proportion of commission sales hires and the female 
proportion of sales applicants. For example, between 1973 and 1980, women 
made up 61 percent of the full-time sales applicant pool and 66 percent of 
its part-time sales applicants at Sears. Yet women were only 27 percent 
of the full-time commission sales hires and only 35 percent of the part-time 
commission sales hires—except in Sears’s “Midwestern territory,” where 
women made up 52 percent of part-time commission sales hires—during this 
period. The EEOC also examined statistical differences between the ex-
pected and actual proportions of women among employees promoted 
from noncommission to commission sales positions for both part- and full-
time women, and the character differences between male and female 
commission sales applicants that may or may not determine their success. 
Much of Sears’s defense involved disputing the EEOC’s statistical data.

Historians have been particularly enthralled with the sex discrimination 
case, in large part because of the use of expert witnesses to parse out 
statistical evidence and working women’s history during the trial. Two well-
known feminist historians, Rosalind Rosenberg and Alice Kessler-Harris, 
testified as expert witnesses on behalf of Sears and the EEOC, respectively. 
They offered conflicting historical interpretations of white women in the 
workplace and the factors—employers and workers—involved in shaping 
patterns of employment around sex. Rosenberg argued that women and 
men hold different “expectations concerning work, in their interests as to 
the types of jobs they prefer or the types of products they prefer to sell.” 
Women’s expectations surrounding work were shaped by their socializa-
tion into domestic roles that caused them to value their home and family 
over work and made them resistant to the idea of working in male-dominated 
fields. In other words, Sears’s lack of women in commission sales, Rosen-
berg concluded, was the direct result of women not desiring this type of 
work. Conversely, in support of the EEOC’s insistence that Sears had re-
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fused women opportunities to work in commission sales, Kessler-Harris 
argued, “What appear to be women’s choices, and what are characterized as 
women’s ‘interests’ are, in fact, heavily influenced by the opportunities for 
work made available to them. Where opportunity has existed, women have 
never failed to take the jobs offered. . . . ​Failure to find women in so-
called non-traditional jobs can thus only be interpreted as a consequence 
of employers’ unexamined attitudes or preferences, which phenomenon is 
the essence of discrimination.”105

In the end, despite the EEOC’s strong statistical evidence of disparities 
and Kessler-Harris’s convincing argument, though without live testimo-
nies from complainants (instead, the EEOC read depositions into the rec
ord), the court sided with Sears and Rosenberg’s historical interpretation 
of women’s relationship to work in January 1986. Presiding U.S. District 
Court judge John Nordberg agreed that the onus of sex segregation lay with 
women and their lack of interest in commission sales jobs. He also praised 
Sears’s affirmative action program and sharply criticized the EEOC for pur-
suing the case. The Sears decision was a devastating defeat for women 
workers; the EEOC achieved neither a monetary settlement nor better jobs 
or working conditions for the women it sought to protect. Unsuccessfully, 
the agency appealed the court decision in April 1986. Two years later, the 
U.S. Court of Appeals upheld Judge Nordberg’s ruling (only one judge dis-
sented).106

For African American women, the sex discrimination case was particu-
larly upsetting. Many who filed charges overwhelmingly specified that they 
had been discriminated against because of their race and sex. However, as 
the historian Venus Green notes, “the EEOC, legal statutes, and NOW uncon-
sciously harmed African American and other ‘minority’ women by erasing 
their color. Guided by a ‘gender-first’ ideology that prioritized gender and a 
narrow concept of equality that often limited expectations to achieving male 
privileges the state and women activists inadvertently reinforced for African 
American women much of the discrimination they sought to abolish.”107

By design, then, the majority of black women’s complaints were classified 
as sex discrimination cases only, while those involving black men were 
categorized as race cases. But the EEOC did not just mishandle black women’s 
intersectional identities and oppressions; it also failed to engage those who 
had been active in major antidiscrimination movements such as the long-
standing department store campaign (an aspect that even its expert witness 
Kessler-Harris neglected). The department store campaign had succeeded 
over the previous decades because blacks, men and women, from different 
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classes and backgrounds were bound by the common goal of black economic 
advancement. Consequently, because the EEOC separated the interests of 
black women from those of their male counterparts and ignored the elements 
that had facilitated the success of the department store campaign, among 
other reasons, the commission lost the Sears race discrimination cases. This 
loss, in turn, spelled the end of the department store campaign.

Vertis Laval’s story illustrates some of these problems. In 1975, Laval 
accused the Sears store on Ponce de Leon Avenue in Atlanta, Georgia, of 
race/color and sex discrimination. She stated that while she was on mater-
nity leave, the retailer laid her off and retained the services of “less senior 
whites.”108 The EEOC, however, found no reasonable cause to believe that 
Laval was discriminated against on the basis of her race, despite her insis-
tence to the contrary and because it lacked the statistical evidence to support 
her allegation. Instead, it concluded that “because all persons on Pregnancy 
Leaves of Absences are women, and such persons are not protected from lay-
off during these absences, this policy impacts exclusively upon women to 
their detriment.” As a result, the agency invited Laval to join its sex suit.109

Even when African American women charged only race discrimination, 
the EEOC reclassified or entirely dismissed their complaints, especially when 
they did not easily fit into the parameters set by the agency. In March 1972, 
Shirley Mims charged:

I have more seniority than the white girls in Department 6 [at the Sears 
Warehouse at 4640 Roosevelt Boulevard, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania], 
but I am constantly given the dirty jobs or being transferred from one 
to another to fill in. I did not receive a pay increase between August 1970 
and December 1971. When I asked why, my supervisor told me that I 
was not performing in a Clerk 2 capacity and as a result on January 4, 
1972, I was demoted from a Clerk 2 to a Clerk 1. My supervisor realizes 
this is not my fault because I have often asked why I was being trans-
ferred out when I have more seniority than the white girls. But he saids 
[sic] that [he] is doing what the Manager has directed him to do. In 
addition on March 1972 I was transferred to the floor to pick orders, 
while the two white girls with less seniority, and no high school 
education stayed with their desk jobs. I feel I am being discriminated 
against because of my race in terms and conditions, Seniority, Demo-
tion and Wages. Other Black females are being transferred to unwanted 
jobs, [w]hile white girls are not. New white female employees start out 
in Sears with better and higher paying positions.
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In another complaint, Mims alleged that Sears “retaliated against her by 
exerting pressure to get her to withdraw her original charge of discrimi-
nation.”110

The EEOC determined that the Sears warehouse disproportionately 
assigned African American women, many of whom were high school gradu
ates with clerical skills, to manual laborer positions, while their white 
counterparts, “none [of whom] were high school graduates [or] had com-
mercial training,” were assigned to clerical jobs. Yet, the agency pursued 
Mims’s charge as only one of sex discrimination, finding that, upon her 
return from maternity leave, she was demoted to a job where she performed 
“lower rated” manual work, and while it “did not result in an actual decrease 
in her wages, the reclassification had the effect of lowering her eventual 
salary maximum.”111

As exemplified in Mims’s case, the commission did not completely dis-
regard the special plight of African American women. Instead, it appears 
that these working women of color presented the agency with a conundrum: 
How could it redress violations where race and sex discrimination were 
not only intertwined but also very apparent? In a few of these cases, the 
commission appears to have pursued both charges, albeit separately. Its 
heavy reliance on statistical data, not witness testimony, likely permitted 
this course of action. For example, in April 1975, Carolyn J. Triplett alleged 
that the Sears Catalog and Distribution and Retail Store at 495 N. Watkins 
in Memphis, Tennessee, “maintains a maternity policy which discriminates 
against me and other female employees by failing to treat maternity leave 
for pregnant females in the same manner as leave for temporary disability 
is treated for male employees. Due to the operation of this discriminatory 
policy, and because I am a Black female, I was refused reinstatement when 
I attempted to return from maternity leave.”112

After investigating her charge, the commission made two major con-
clusions. First, it found that “Sears fails to provide for pregnant employees 
the same retention-of-service-date benefits provided for employees with 
other temporary disabilities,” in violation of Title VII. Second, statistical 
data convinced the EEOC that Sears discriminated against Triplett because 
she was black. It argued, “The 1970 Census data show that blacks comprise 
31% of the Memphis Standard Metropolitan Statistical Area (SMSA). How-
ever, this facility’s workforce in 1973 was only 26% black, increasing to 
31% in 1974, an indication blacks as a class had not been employed in pro-
portion to their presence in the population. Hence, it is reasonable to infer 
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that blacks would tend to have less service than Anglos since they had 
been previously excluded.” But the commission did not stop there. It contin-
ued, “Moreover, Respondent’s nationwide lay-off statistics for 1973 provided 
in response to Commissioner’s Charge 750-74-C5000, show that blacks as a 
class are ‘RIFed’ [reduction in force] disproportionate to their presence in 
the Respondent’s workforce. Blacks were 15.8% of Respondent’s workforce 
nationwide but comprised 34% of the employees laid-off in 1973. This pat-
tern is replicated in the charged facility. In 1973 blacks comprised 27% of 
the facility’s regular employees, but constituted 62% of the regular em-
ployees laid-off.” Based on this, the commission invited Triplett to join in its 
“collective effort” to resolve the matter.113

Lesser known and virtually absent from historical scholarship and 
memory, yet just as upsetting, are the race discrimination cases. The EEOC 
filed four suits alleging discrimination against minorities in hiring at two 
retail stores in New York City, one in Montgomery, Alabama, a Catalog 
Merchandise Distribution Center (CMDC) in Memphis, Tennessee, and two 
stores and a CMDC in Atlanta, Georgia. These suits sought to effectively end 
Sears’s discriminatory employment practices, ensure the permanent im-
plementation of affirmative action programs to eliminate the company’s 
unjust practices, and provide victims of discrimination with back pay with 
interest.114 The major point of contention in these cases involved how fair 
employment should be gauged. Sears insisted that the percentage of black 
hires should be weighed against the percentage of African Americans in the 
civilian labor force. The EEOC, on the other hand, contended that the 
percentage of African American hires should be weighed against the 
percentage of African American job applicants.

In the six years prior to filing suit, the EEOC studied employment practices 
at Sears stores throughout the nation. Yet its race discrimination cases were 
flawed from the very beginning. The commission insisted that the retailer 
“maintained a nationwide pattern of exclusion of minorities from manage-
ment positions continuing at least until July 24, 1969.” The EEOC further ar-
gued that there was “a continuing pattern of discrimination in the hiring and 
lay-off of minorities throughout Sears’ southern territory and discrimination 
in the hiring of minority salespersons in certain stores in the New York City 
and Washington, D.C., areas.” Yet a memorandum authored by Issie L. Jen-
kins, the EEOC’s acting general counsel, touted, “Sears has been in the van-
guard of the affirmative action since 1974 and, with respect to minorities, 
possibly as early as 1969.” She added, “Sears had ceased discriminating 
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against minorities and had also implemented substantial accelerated affir-
mative action programs some years before the 180-day period commenced” 
on August 30, 1973.115

These two opinions underscore the confusion surrounding the EEOC’s 
objectives and standards for assessing fair employment. For example, in its 
motion to dismiss, Sears argued that the Montgomery store located at 1920 
South Court Street did not discriminate against individuals on the basis of 
race. Instead, it hired more minorities than those in the local civilian 
workforce in the 180-day period after the commissioner’s charge was filed. 
Sears held, “From March 1973 to August 1973, the Montgomery store hired 
145 persons, of whom 50, or 34.5 percent were black. According to the EEOC, 
blacks constituted approximately 27.9 percent of the civilian labor force. . . . ​
Since 1973, blacks have been hired at an equally impressive rate: during that 
period, the rate has never fallen below 32.9  percent even though the 
workforce of the Montgomery store decreased 9.3  percent from Febru-
ary  1966 to January  1978.”116 The EEOC, however, was not swayed. Its 
statistical evidence revealed that during this three-month period, 
23.4 percent of white applicants were hired, while only 8.6 percent of black 
applicants were hired. The commission concluded “that such evidence 
establishes an issue of material fact as to whether an unlawful employment 
practice occurred within 180 days” of the commissioner’s charge.117

Again, in the New York case, the EEOC held that the “defendant’s hiring 
practices cause white applicants to have a much higher success rate than 
blacks and Hispanics, a fact which we believe to indicate discrimination in 
light of the few qualifications required for most defendant’s jobs such as 
sales.” The commission found that, at the Brooklyn facility, “blacks were 
36.5% of the applicants in the six-month period in 1973 . . . ​[and] even in 
1978, they were only 25.3% of total applicants, only slighter higher than 
their 24.5% composition of hires in those six months of 1973, and were only 
19.1% salesworkers.” Regarding Hispanic workers, the organization revealed 
that its case against Sears was “less compelling, for in 1978, they comprised 
7.0% of the total employees and 5.8% of salesworkers, of which both figures 
are above their 3.8% composition of applicants for the six month period.” 
Thus, it concluded, “one would expect the Hispanic composition of appli-
cants to be increasing during this period” and yet it had not.118

The hiring practices at the White Plains store were quite analogous. 
Between February and July 1973, African Americans made up 25.7% of all 
applicants. Yet, “even in 1978, they were only 16.4% of total employees and 
only 12.9% of salespersons.” Similarly, during the same period in 1973, 



Toward Wal-Mart 217

“Hispanics were 3.5% of applicants. . . . ​In 1978, Hispanics were only 0.2% 
of total employees and 0.0% of salesworkers.”119

Sears, however, was pleased with this growth in African American and 
Hispanic employees. In 1973, the retailer set a “black long range goal” of 
“only 20%” and a “Hispanic long range goal” of 10 percent for its Brooklyn 
store. According to the retailer, its employment of African Americans 
had, in fact, increased, even as the overall employee population at this fa
cility had decreased from 934 persons in February 1973 to 722 persons in 
January 1979. But, it celebrated that its number of black employees had risen 
from 138 (14.8 percent of its workforce) to 181 (25.1 percent), while black of-
ficials and managers rose from 7 (8.8 percent) to 21 (28.8 percent) during 
this period. The number of Hispanic employees also increased: from 1973 to 
1979, Hispanic employees went from 26 (2.8 percent) to 48 (6.6 percent). The 
affirmative action goals for the White Plains store were set at 14.0 percent for 
African Americans and 1.0 percent for Hispanics. It not only met but proudly 
exceeded those goals: in February 1973 the store employed 594 workers, 75 
(12.6  percent) of whom were African American and 13 (2.2  percent) of 
whom were Hispanic; it employed 62 officials and managers, 3 of whom were 
black and none of whom were Hispanic. By January 1979, while its work-
force had reduced to 574 people and 58 officials and managers, African 
American workers increased to 92 (16 percent) and Hispanic workers rose 
to 15 (2.6  percent); and black officials and managers increased to 7 (12.1 
percent) and Hispanic officials and managers rose to 1 (1.7 percent).120

Both parties made similar arguments in the Atlanta and Memphis cases. 
Statistical data were the sole ground on which the race cases were fought. 
In fact, the EEOC did not conduct any personal interviews with workers and 
officials, nor did it conduct on-site inspections of the stores and CMDCs 
named in the complaint. The only investigation conducted was “the sta-
tistical surveying done in preparation for the Commission Decision,” EEOC 
representative Aimee Gibson confirmed.121 This survey aggregated statisti-
cal employment data at 168 Sears facilities—a mere sampling of the retail-
er’s total stores and warehouses. The SMSA was used to analyze these 
data. This approach, according to the commission, “followed the proce-
dures in Section 11 of the EEOC Compliance Manual.” But attorneys for 
Sears claimed that the EEOC overlooked the directives in the aforemen-
tioned section, which instructed investigators to “interview or depose 
various respondent officials, expert consultants, charge parties, and other 
witnesses . . . ​[and] make on-site inspections of the respondent’s facili-
ties.” Thus, Sears concluded, the statistical information provided the EEOC 
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with a limited assessment of hiring and employment practices at these 
local establishments.122

In addition to failing to thoroughly investigate race discrimination in 
Sears’s stores and warehouses, the EEOC never singled out any of the 
targeted facilities in its early interactions and negotiations with Sears, nor 
did it attempt to conciliate the issue. According to Sears, “There was no good 
faith bargaining on the issue; quite simply, there was no bargaining at all.” 
Further, the retailer claimed that “EEOC representatives never revealed or 
discussed what specific practices at the facility named in this Complaint 
allegedly discriminated against black applicants. There was no attempt to 
discuss hiring or other employment practices or statistics at this facility.” 
This failure “thus deprived Sears of its statutorily-guaranteed right to settle 
the individual issues against it in an informal, out-of-court manner.”123

These missteps were quite costly. In the Montgomery case, for example, 
they bolstered Sears’s claim that race discrimination was not a problem 
at the Montgomery store; in fact, the retailer presented evidence that only 
two employees had ever filed discrimination charges against that location. 
Store manager Earl Dewey Kitchen submitted an affidavit testifying to 
this. Kitchen had been “active in local, regional, and national groups whose 
goals have been to improve the status of blacks in society” since 1964 when 
he served on mayor Earl James’s biracial committee. As a member of this 
committee, he “discuss[ed] and propose[d] solutions to racial problems and 
defuse[d] local racial tensions in the City of Montgomery.” Kitchen testified: 
“To the best of my knowledge, information and belief, only two employment 
discrimination charges ever have been filed against the Montgomery store. 
Only one, filed in 1972, involved alleged hiring discrimination on the basis 
of race.” The EEOC closed this charge in 1974, he averred, “because it could 
not locate the charging party.” He further stated, “The other charge involved 
an allegation of reverse discrimination filed by a white employee.” This 
charge was still under review at the time of his affidavit.124

The flaws in the EEOC’s case against Sears’s Montgomery store resulted 
in its dismissal in May 1980. Presiding Federal judge Robert E. Varner ad-
monished the EEOC for charging Sears with discrimination on the basis of 
race, sex, and national origin in its original complaint in 1973 but citing 
only one facility when filing the discrimination case in Montgomery. Varner 
rebuked the commission’s strategy and approach and “failure to seek con-
ciliation.”125 He ruled, “Sears was thereby put to the expense and effort of 
investigating and preparing to defend against all those general charges at 
each facility. Some six years later that all-encompassing charge has re-
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sulted in a suit charging the Montgomery-Sears store with discrimination 
against blacks.” Further, Varner said, “this court can think of no better 
example of a situation where the requirement of verification should be 
more vigorously adhered to in order to prevent the EEOC’s across-the-
board, catch-all pattern of practice charges against nationwide employers, 
only to turn around and bring suit in one particular facility on the limited 
basis and issue of discrimination.” The judge also ruled that the EEOC 
was required to “conciliate charges” before bringing suit against alleged 
violators and had failed to obey this provision.126

One month later, the New York case was dismissed. Presiding Federal 
District Court judge Kevin Thomas Duffy contended that the suit was invalid 
because a commissioner whose appointment had expired signed the charge. 
Duffy did add that “the commission can institute this action again, provid-
ing it does so properly.”127 The judge also commented that, in establishing 
the commission, “Congress was concerned with the rights of individual citi-
zens. It would appear that in this case the commission failed to demon-
strate the same concern.”128

All of the Sears race suits—which were “considered the government’s 
broadest race discrimination case against a major employer” at the time—
were settled by late spring 1981. Negotiations began not long after the 1980 
presidential election, an occasion that confirmed the nation’s political 
turn to the right. By then, the Montgomery and New York cases had been 
dismissed, the Memphis case was on the verge of being dismissed by the 
magistrate judge, and the Atlanta case was still in progress. The settlement 
was announced in June  1981. “Both sides applauded the settlement,” 
Washington Post contributor Merrill Brown wrote.129 But the negotiated 
settlement, as observed by the Chicago Tribune, “amount[ed] to a victory 
for the defense.” The settlement required the company to make only “minor 
adjustments” to its affirmative action program for the next five years.130 It 
did not provide “for any back pay or other monetary compensation to al-
leged victims of Sears employment practices.”131 Instead, the settlement re-
quired only that the retailer pay more attention to the disparity between 
the number of black and Hispanic applicants and the number of black 
and Hispanic hires, and record this information in quarterly reports “for 
18 months after specified reporting periods.”132 These terms were “directed 
at ensuring that the employer will implement procedures to monitor its 
own hiring practices in ways that should assure compliance with the law,” 
said J. Clay Smith Jr., acting chair of the EEOC in 1981.133 Additionally, 
the settlement barred the EEOC from filing class-action suits against Sears 
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on behalf of alleged discrimination victims for the next five years, al-
though individuals were permitted to seek judicial relief.

In the end, several factors accounted for the commission’s loss. First, the 
EEOC was outspent and outstaffed by Sears. Second, these cases silenced 
minority workers: they prioritized statistical evidence (with each side 
claiming the other’s statistics were flawed and inadequately analyzed), not 
witness testimony; they did not directly engage African Americans and 
civil rights organizations leaders, those who had been waging antidiscrim-
ination campaigns in the retail industry for decades; and they ignored, or 
perhaps were simply baffled by, the complexities of black intersectional 
identities and victimization. Many scholars have blamed the lack of wit-
ness testimony for the EEOC’s failure. And certainly, it played a part. 
This choice was somewhat understandable given the commission’s lim-
ited resources, the difficulty of calling witnesses because of the lapse of 
time between when individuals filed their charges and when the cases 
were adjudicated, and its success in exclusively using statistical evidence to 
win the AT&T case. But, as the nation turned to the right, affirmative 
action was confronted with continuous efforts to dismantle it that demanded 
that complainants provide more and more evidence to support their 
claims.

The litigation of these cases was only part of the problem, however. The 
settlement, particularly that of the race cases, coupled with changes in the 
retail industry, reinforced discrimination against black workers and made 
achieving socioeconomic mobility and (perceived) democracy through sales 
work more arduous. In fact, the settlement may have hastened the recon-
solidation of race discrimination in the workplace, as it provided Sears with 
no clear or exact procedures on how to attract minority candidates, de-
fined affirmative action as a numbers game only, and ignored the struc-
tural problems that bred employment discrimination.

Surprisingly, unlike campaigns against the retailer in the 1950s and 
1960s, the Sears affirmative action cases did not garner much attention from 
nor did they impel mass demonstrations by African Americans—elements 
that could have altered the cases’ outcome. Several reasons likely account 
for the lack of grassroots activism. First, Sears had a long history of goodwill 
toward the black community, which produced loyalty among African 
Americans and likely tempered their frustration and willingness to protest 
the retailer’s practices. Second, black civil rights activists, much like the 
workers involved in the cases, may have felt alienated from the process. And 
third, demographic changes in the black community in the postwar era 
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harmed collective activism. In the 1960s and 1970s, the gap between the 
middle class and the lower class in the black community had widened and 
hindered the execution of a large collective effort or denunciation of Sears. 
On one hand, the exodus of industrial jobs from U.S. cities, the expansion 
of black urban neighborhoods beyond municipal limits, the legal end to 
employment discrimination, and rising incomes as African Americans en-
tered more white-collar and professional jobs facilitated a surge of middle-
class blacks living in the suburbs and more prestigious urban neighborhoods. 
Their lower-class counterparts, on the other hand, remained bound to inner 
cities. Even in areas where blacks of the middle and lower classes resided 
in proximity, members of the middle class segregated themselves, embrac-
ing respectable behaviors, community institutions, and employment as well 
as patterns of consumption that distinguished them.

Not only did the gap between the middle and lower classes widen, but 
their desires and needs diverted as well.134 This, in effect, tremendously 
weakened the power of linked fate between African Americans that under-
pinned earlier struggles. Although black unity on overall goals and aspira-
tions did not disappear, its support of the means to achieve those goals 
weakened. According to the political scientist Michael Dawson, “On is-
sues of taxes, partisanship, the role of the government, fiscal policy, and 
the like, blacks remain on the left and unified—more unified across class 
than whites, but on issues of the strategy, tactics, and norms of the black 
quest for social justice, large cleavages can be detected.”135

In spite of these obstacles, dozens of new complaints and lawsuits alleg-
ing discrimination on the basis of race, gender, and age continued to be levied 
against Sears. Most were dismissed, quietly settled out of court, or were 
simply unsuccessful.136 The retailer’s good fortune ended, however, with the 
class action lawsuit Samuel Carroll et al. v. Sears, Roebuck, and Company. 
In 1977, after being denied promotions, Samuel Carroll and Charles W. Grant 
charged that “Sears’ discriminatory employment practices disadvantage 
blacks in the areas of hiring, training opportunities, promotion, compen-
sation, and terminations”; that company testing procedures “disparately 
affect black employment and promotion”; and “that black employees at 
Sears have been victims of disparate treatment.” The Louisiana District 
Court ruled that the plaintiffs had failed to prove any class-wide discrimi-
nation or disparate treatment against blacks in 1981. Two years later, the 
Court of Appeals for the Fifth Circuit in Louisiana upheld the district 
court’s decision “with respect to hiring, job assignment, training, and ter-
mination” but reversed the district court’s ruling on promotion. It found 
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that Sears discriminated in the promotion of African Americans to mana-
gerial and other salaried positions and “instruct[ed] the district court to 
fashion a remedy for discrimination in promotion that is consistent with 
the holding of this opinion.”137

Given resounding evidence that Sears downgraded positions once they 
were occupied by African Americans, the Louisiana Court of Appeals was 
troubled by the retailer’s failure to promote African Americans to top 
managerial positions. The plaintiffs showed, for example, that when black 
employee Monroe Smith was promoted to installation manager, the position 
was no longer a salaried one. However, white employees who had held the 
position before and after Smith were provided salaries rather than hourly 
wages. Further, as depositions exposed, “Sears never had a salaried black 
employee during the period covered by this lawsuit even though there were 
22 to 26 such positions in its workforce. Of the division managers, the total 
number of blacks varied from 14.5 percent in 1974 to 18.7 percent in 1977 
even though the workforce was 26.8 percent black in 1974 and 34.3 percent 
black in 1977. For the category ‘other managers,’ only 2 of 49 were black in 
1974, and there were no blacks of 28 in 1977.”138 Sears’s remedy to this prob
lem is not specified in extant records. However, it is likely that some small 
changes were made to thwart any further legal troubles.

Throughout the 1970s and 1980s, Sears remained the nation’s leading re-
tailer, but holding on to this position grew increasingly difficult as time 
progressed. Discrimination lawsuits, competition from discounters (notably 
Kmart and Wal-Mart) and specialty stores, inflation, and several bouts of 
economic recessions in the 1970s and early 1980s alienated customers and 
ate into store profits. The situation became more troubled as Allstate In-
surance Company, which Sears had established in 1931, sustained enor-
mous underwriting losses. Then, in late May 1975, the retailer experienced 
a 60.8 percent loss in profits in a single quarter. In response, Sears reorga
nized its merchandising management to give headquarters tighter con-
trol of operations and acquired financial control of its merchandising 
suppliers—a strategy that had already proved quite profitable for leading 
discounters.139

But Sears’s efforts to improve business did not have the desired effect, 
and by 1991 Wal-Mart had replaced Sears as the top retailer. Sears moved 
into second place with Kmart following in third. Wal-Mart earned its 
new position by capitalizing on weak unions and waning government 
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regulations, maintaining intimate relationships with its suppliers, and 
“perfect[ing], integrat[ing], and systematiz[ing] technological and mar-
keting ideas put in play by [its] competitors.” The discounter operated with 
“a few thousand highly skilled managers and professionals who contract 
out nonessential services to cheap, specialist firms” and was compulsive 
about keeping wages and labor costs at a minimum. It also resisted the 
trend to build in suburban areas in the 1970s and 1980s. Instead, Wal-Mart 
“expanded like molasses, spreading through tier after tier of rural and ex-
urban counties,” ironically serving the kinds of areas that the Sears catalog 
once targeted.140

Wal-Mart also was highly centralized. It created a system that gave 
executives immediate and complete oversight of every step of the retail 
process—from when a product was packaged and shipped from the factory 
to the store through its purchase at one of its locations. For example, in 1983 
Wal-Mart appropriated universal product code scanning—a system being 
used only by grocery stores at the time—and tied it to an ordering system 
linked to headquarters, distribution centers, and manufacturers.141 Within 
five years, the retailer had a satellite communications network, whereby 
owner “Sam Walton [gave] pep talks to hundreds of thousands of employ-
ees” and “a buyer could demonstrate for department heads in every store 
the precise way to display new products.”142

The retail game changed profoundly in the last decades of the twentieth 
century, as urban decline, suburbanization, discount retailing, and a con-
servative, antilabor political climate transformed work, consumption, and 
citizenship. To its credit, however, the department store movement did 
succeed in ending blatant race discrimination and segregation in the 
marketplace. The demographic composition of department store selling and 
buying was certainly more diverse than ever. But, as a result of historical 
conditions beyond the movement’s control, sales work no longer conferred 
middle-class citizenship by the end of the century. It had become, in effect, 
a dead-end job laden with some of the same shortcomings and pitfalls 
that African Americans had worked for decades to overcome. Now, only 
if African Americans leveraged this work to earn a college or graduate de-
gree and secure professional work could they attain middle-class status.

Correspondingly, department store consumption had lost its grandness 
and prestige. It became less service oriented and more about the acquisi-
tion and display of brand-name and designer goods—merchandise that re-
quired and signaled some degree of affluence and status via the product itself 
rather than the manner and context in which it was acquired. Consumption, 
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then, became more and less democratic: on the one hand, discounters of-
fered everyone—regardless of race, age, gender, and class—the opportu-
nity to purchase low-priced brand-name goods in a shared space where no 
one received skilled and targeted service; and, on the other hand, when 
considered in conjunction with the degradation of work and the increased 
stratification of department stores (lower class versus middle class versus 
high-end stores), inequalities became more marked and social mobility more 
difficult to realize in this new marketplace.

Thus, as African Americans prepared to enter the twenty-first century, 
they were once again left to redefine and reimagine their relationship with 
American consumer culture and democracy. Would it continue to be a battle-
ground for equality and a site for claiming and performing citizenship? 
Might it ever be a place where America’s racial democracy one day be-
comes simply and only democracy? These and other questions remain to be 
answered.



Epilogue

In the late 1980s, my mother left the world of a department store sales-
woman for a career in banking. She did not abandon her role as a depart-
ment store consumer, however. She remained a faithful shopper of midlevel 
and upscale stores, buying accoutrements that both displayed and reaf-
firmed her middle-class status. Two decades later, and a few years into her 
retirement from Bank of America, boredom drove her back into retail—not 
at Hecht’s, where she once worked, but at a small bridal shop in Westmin-
ster, Maryland. Three days a week she dresses in stylish outfits and travels 
forty-five minutes from her home in Baltimore to this suburban commu-
nity in Carroll County to help brides-to-be find the “perfect” dress. She 
does not earn much and would likely make more as a saleswoman at a 
midlevel or upscale department store; but she does not do it solely for the 
money, as she explains. Here, unlike at most department stores, she can use 
her fashion and sales expertise to style women of all races, sizes, ages, and 
economic backgrounds and make them feel “good, like equals.”1 She ap-
preciates the relationships she has cultivated with her clients, the camara-
derie that she is a part of in this all-female workplace, and, of course, the 
money that she earns that allows her to contribute to her family’s household 
and continue her shopping habit (although today, she, like so many, pa-
tronizes Amazon and department stores via their online sites more than 
visiting the stores themselves).

The world of retail, too, changed during this period. Both the department 
store and the shopping mall where my mother once worked shuttered. 
Golden Ring Mall was the first to go. In the 1980s and 1990s, poverty and 
crime in the surrounding area increased as the demography changed; two 
of the mall’s three anchor stores—Montgomery Ward and Caldor—went 
bankrupt and closed. The erection of more upscale shopping centers in 
Baltimore County and the extension of a major highway that eased shoppers’ 
access to them also contributed to the older stores’ demise. All of this caused 
a significant decrease in patronage, particularly by members of the middle 
class. By the early 1990s, Golden Ring Mall had deteriorated into a “dead 
mall,” a shopping center with high merchant vacancies and low consumer 
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traffic, and eventually closed in 2001.2 Sold to new owners, the mall was 
demolished and replaced by an open-air shopping center called the Centre 
at Golden Ring. Wal-Mart, Home Depot, and Sam’s Club (a Wal-Mart op-
eration), not department stores, anchor the mall and attract thousands 
of customers daily. Five years after Golden Ring Mall closed, Hecht’s 
went defunct after Federated Department Stores acquired the May Depart-
ment Store Company, Hecht’s parent company since 1959, and began the 
process of creating a “nationally recognized department store chain under 
the Macy’s nameplate.” Hecht’s, as well as Strawbridge and Clothier, 
Kauffman’s, Filene’s, and Famous-Barr, was converted into a Macy’s as a 
result.

The department store movement succeeded in opening this world to Afri-
can Americans and provided them with the means with which to make 
claims to middle-class citizenship, but it certainly did not foresee the 
dramatic decline of these retail institutions. The struggle for racial equity 
in work and consumption, thus, continues. Racial discrimination in the 
retail industry persists in ways that are consistent with early forms of 
discrimination—not hiring African Americans in skilled and status positions 
and limiting black consumers’ mobility in and access to the retail institution. 
Discrimination is also shaped by and reflective of the changing nature of 
American retailing, employment, and consumption in the twenty-first 
century—in that African Americans are hired in sales vis-à-vis cashiering 
and denied managerial and supervisory positions, for example.

Generally, African Americans have made tremendous headway in sales 
work and even achieved middle-class status in the post–civil rights era. The 
sociologist Mary Pattillo-McCoy has argued that “a contemporary profile 
of the black middle class reveals that higher-paid professionals and execu-
tives do not predominate as they do among the white middle-class. Instead, 
office workers, salespeople, and technical consultants—all lower-middle-
class jobs—make up the majority of black middle-class workers.”3 In 
1976, for example, “one out of every four black women in the labor force 
was engaged in clerical or sales work, compared to one in ten in 1960. . . . ​
The distribution of black middle-class workers [thus] had come to resem-
ble the distribution of whites: a large stratum of clerical and sales workers, 
a smaller stratum of professionals, and an even smaller stratum of man
agers and small businessmen.”4
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African Americans’ presence in sales and office work grew in the late 
twentieth century and into the twenty-first century. In 1995, African 
Americans accounted for 7.8 percent of all sales occupations; they were 
11.4 percent of 6,613,000 sales workers in retail and personal service.5 By 
2014, out of nearly 33.5 million people occupying sales and office jobs, 
12 percent, or approximately 4 million, were African American; approxi-
mately 3.3 million Americans were working as retail salespersons, a little 
over 12 percent were African American. In department stores and discount 
stores, specifically, blacks made up 18.9 percent of 2,131,000 total employ-
ees.6 In 2017, blacks made up 13 percent of the 33,566,000 total sales and 
office workers in the United States. They accounted for 12.8 percent of the 
3,235,000 total retail persons. In department and discount stores, out of 
2,069,000 total employees, African Americans made up 20.6 percent.7

The gains made by African Americans as consumers, however, are ar-
guably better known. Widely publicized sit-ins and picket lines at depart-
ment stores and five-and-dimes forced retailers to grant African 
Americans access to the marketplace on the same basis as whites. They can 
now freely try on and return clothes, partake in meals at store eateries, and 
access credit. Public accommodations, thus, are “the most integrated in-
stitutions in the U.S. today. . . . ​One who goes to a café in a Southern town 
today would find blacks and whites (who attend or work at largely segre-
gated schools, live in segregated residential areas, and attend different 
churches) sitting at adjacent tables or even the same table, seemingly with-
out even noticing. The demonstrators who were treated as criminal tres-
passers when they engaged in sit-ins at lunch counters are now treated as 
heroes.”8 They—and Title II of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, which solidified 
their activism into law—restored the common-law principle that “innkeep-
ers, smiths, and others ‘who made profession of public employment’ were 
prohibited from refusing without good reason to serve a customer.”9 Title II 
also “gave many white businesspeople cover to do what market forces 
would have nudged them to do anyway, absent the emotional force of ra-
cial prejudice and the fear of retaliation by white bigots.”10

Some scholars and contemporaries have downplayed the success of in-
tegrating public accommodations, arguing that these “institutions . . . ​are 
relatively peripheral both to the American socio-economic order and to the 
fundamental conditions of life of the Negro people.”11 Increasingly, however, 
scholars are seeing things differently. “Gavin Wright points out that de-
segregation was accompanied by marked economic progress in the South . . . ​
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and this progress helps explain the ‘dramatic decline in Southern white sup-
port for strict segregation between 1961 and 1968.’ ”12 Randall Kennedy, 
too, has insisted that “the ethos of the law has helped to change the hearts 
and minds and conduct in a fashion beyond what many sit-in protesters would 
ever have initially imagined.”13 Similarly, I have pointed out that the de-
segregation of department store work and consumption had far-reaching 
consequences, as it did much to advance the black economic condition—of 
labor and consumption—in workplaces, public accommodations, and the 
home sphere.

African Americans’ struggle in the marketplace, however, is unending. 
The changing nature of retail work and consumption and the persistence 
of race discrimination continue to present challenges, some that resemble 
those of the early and mid-twentieth century and others that are entirely 
new and shaped by industry transformations. Since the mid-twentieth 
century, department stores have been steadily declining as a result of new 
competition, technology, and globalization; they have consolidated, leaving 
few family-owned and independent department stores in business; and they 
have experienced the degradation of once-skilled work and have had to close 
stores and lay off hundreds of thousands of workers, an overwhelming 
majority of whom are minorities and women. In short, the grounds on which 
African Americans once struggled for economic freedom and mobility have 
changed and the process of securing middle-class citizenship as a retail 
worker and consumer is now more difficult and arguably impossible.

By the late twentieth century, few stores resembled their former selves. 
Long gone was the golden age of department stores. Department store 
sales and clerical work were now “dead-end jobs” and “lower-middle-class 
jobs” stripped of their former responsibilities, status, and prestige. Sales 
workers are cashiers and stock people, for all intents and purposes. One 
historian observed, “Like other service-industry workers, [salespeople 
have experienced] a continuation of the trend toward part-time work, 
pressures for increased productivity, closer surveillance through computers 
and industrial espionage, and low pay.”14 The nature of consumption has 
also changed—or more accurately, deteriorated—from full-service shopping 
to self-service shopping: no longer is all merchandise housed in glass cases 
or out of reach from customers, no longer are sales workers dressed in all 
black or in their Sunday best, no longer are salespeople experts in the art 
of selling and the merchandise they sell, and no longer are these stores 
places where visitors have their every desire and whims fulfilled. Now, 
customers are more knowledgeable about identifying and locating their 
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desired merchandise (in large part because of modern advertising) and 
are, thus, less reliant on sales clerks to assist them through the shopping 
experience.

As black people grappled with these transformations, stores relocated, 
not overseas like factories but to the suburbs, where mass transit did not 
extend, and stores could respond to their new competition, resume their 
discriminatory practices, and elude protests. Initially, downtown stores 
existed alongside suburban department stores. But by the 1970s, “as suburbs 
mushroomed downtown stores declined while branches proliferated and 
even eclipsed their parent stores.” In Baltimore in the mid-1970s, Hochschild-
Kohn closed its urban store and “became a purely suburban operation,” 
thereby displacing a significant number of African American workers. 
Jordan Marsh & Company, a department store that had begun in Boston and 
eventually became a major retail chain throughout New England, ac-
knowledged that its downtown Boston location was no longer its flagship 
store in the late 1970s. That title was transferred to its Warwick (Rhode 
Island) Mall branch. Similarly, in January 1983, J. L. Hudson, one of the 
nation’s three largest department stores, closed the doors of its flagship in 
downtown Detroit on Woodward Avenue.15

In the twenty-first century, department stores face a new set of chal-
lenges. Amazon, eBay, and other online retailers facilitated an increase of 
consumer expenditure, something much needed since the Great Recession, 
but also contributed to, and arguably hastened, reduced patronage of and 
the decline of brick-and-mortar stores and the loss of thousands of jobs. 
Also, department stores have “devalued their brand with constant dis-
counting,” hoping to weather this economic and retail milieu. “They’re 
located in malls, which are not the hot shopping destination they once were. 
They’re losing their most profitable brands, such as Ralph Lauren and 
Michael Kors, which are pulling out and, in some cases, opening stores of 
their own. And the middle-class population that used to sustain department 
stores is disappearing. Those families, now earning less, are turning toward 
discount retailers such as Walmart.” Further, the tastes and expectations 
of American shoppers have changed, whereby they have increasingly 
shunned department stores in favor of fast-fashion retailers such as H&M, 
Zara, and Topshop.16 As a result, J.C. Penney has closed nearly 200 stores 
since 2014, Macy’s has closed over 150 stores since 2008, and, in 2017 alone, 
Sears, Roebuck, and Company closed more than 400 stores.

Making matters worse is the persistence of race discrimination in retail 
employment and consumption. Once denied sales and office jobs, African 
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Americans are now disproportionately represented in sales or sales-related 
positions like cashiers, customer service, and stock clerks—the lowest-paid 
positions in the retail workforce—and denied employment in management 
and professional occupations. In 2015, blacks composed 11  percent of the 
retail workforce, yet over 14 percent were cashiers and only 6 percent were 
managers.17 In 2017, only 9.4 percent of first-line supervisors of retail sales 
workers were black, while 81.6 percent were white.18 Also, compared with 
white workers, black workers are more likely to be employed part time and 
have on-class, unstable, and unpredictable schedules (despite wanting full-
time and stable work), and paid less. One recent study reveals that full-time 
retail salespersons of color “are more likely to earn poverty-level incomes” 
and to be of the working poor. They are paid “just 75 percent of the wages 
of their white peers, amounting to losses up to $7,500 per year”; full-time 
cashiers of color are paid “about 90 percent of the wages of their white 
peers, amount[ing] to $1,850 in losses per year”; and “70 percent of Black 
and Latino full and part-time sales workers [are paid] less than $15 per hour, 
compared to 58 percent of White retail workers.”19

Increasingly, then, retail is becoming less of a “steppingstone to better 
employment” and more central “to sustaining [black] homes and families.”20 
Retail work, however, frequently fails to meet the needs of African Ameri-
can workers who—compared with their white counterparts—are more likely 
to be adults with children, to be the sole earner in their households, and to 
have some post–high school education (although the majority have a high 
school diploma or less). So, when paid less and confined to dead-end posi-
tions, many black workers find that retail work enables them to live on the 
bare bones of subsistence level but not thrive or climb the socioeconomic 
ladder in ways that retail work once promised.

In recent years, African Americans challenging race discrimination in 
retail employment have forgone consumer activism grounded in worker-
consumer alliances—like their mid-twentieth-century predecessors—and 
instead pursued legal action. (This shift in approach is likely the result of 
the lack of strong unionization in the retail industry, the passage of the 1964 
Civil Rights Act, and the splintering of the black community along class lines 
that has often made black activism difficult in the post–civil rights era.) In 
2012, apparel retailer Wet Seal was charged with discriminating against its 
black employees. The federal race discrimination lawsuit claimed that “the 
company had a high-level policy of firing and denying pay increases and 
promotions to African American employees because they did not fit its 
‘brand image.’ ” In the spring of 2013, the company agreed to pay $7.5 million 



Epilogue 231

to settle the case.21 A few years earlier, a class action suit was filed against 
Abercrombie & Fitch. The retailer had cultivated and profited from an “all-
American and largely white” image. Black and Hispanic applicants charged 
that “when they applied for jobs, they were steered not to sales positions 
out front, but to low-visibility, back of the store jobs, stocking and cleaning 
up.” One year after the suit was filed, Abercrombie & Fitch settled in an 
agreement that called for the company “to pay $40 million to several 
thousand minority and female plaintiffs” and hire a vice president for 
diversity and twenty-five diversity recruiters to “pursue benchmarks so that 
its hiring and promotion of minorities and women reflect its applicant 
pool.”22 The settlement also required the retailer to increase diversity in 
its advertisements and catalogs to encourage minorities to apply for jobs. 
These specialty retailers are not department stores, but these instances 
are nonetheless representative of the problems that continue to injure the 
industry and its workers of color.

Despite these major lawsuits, few structural changes have been imple-
mented that would improve the condition of black retail workers. In 
fact, people of color and women—both of whom compose a significant 
portion of department store workers (with the aforementioned making up 
40 percent and the latter accounting for 60 percent in 2017)—arguably suffer 
the most from the decline of these retail establishments. Yet politicians have 
virtually ignored the retail bloodletting. For example, in 2016, presidential 
candidates Donald J. Trump and Hilary Clinton gave a lot of lip service to 
the rebuilding of mining, manufacturing, and other industries that have 
historically employed burly white men. This, one journalist observed, “may 
represent an implicit bias against the working class of the modern service 
economy, which is more diverse and female; [while, mining and manu-
facturing jobs] [fed] into a national nostalgia for the mid-century econ-
omy, with its unionized workforce, economic growth, and high pay for 
men without much education.”23

On the consumer front, because of black worker-consumer activism in 
the twentieth century, the department store is arguably more democratic 
than ever before: anyone can enter, anyone can touch the merchandise 
displayed on cold, metal racks and tables, and anyone can purchase goods—
once attainable only by those of the upper and middle classes—with cash, 
credit, and store coupons. The department store, in effect, has become so 
democratic that it has lost its allure and much of its influence over the nature 
and direction of retailing. But even as stores became seemingly more demo
cratic, the consumer sphere has become less so. As consumption has become 
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less about service, it has become increasingly about goods and, as a result, 
has presented African Americans with new challenges or, arguably, differ
ent manifestations of old challenges. First, while “For Whites” and “Whites 
Only” signs no longer bar African Americans from gaining full access to the 
marketplace, now prices do that work. Wealth inequality—the result of his-
torical and contemporary obstacles, including discrimination and segrega-
tion in housing, education, and the workplace and attacks on affirmative 
action policies—has prevented many blacks from buying pricey merchan-
dise (or better yet, retail establishments and other business enterprises) 
that marks and creates class and wealth, and provides a sense of security, 
prestige, and citizenship in the late twentieth and twenty-first centuries.

Simply put, highly desired goods have become more expensive and hold 
greater meaning and power. Take, for example, the mania around Nike’s 
Air Jordan sneakers in the 1990s. Air Jordan sneakers symbolized the popu-
larity of basketball player and celebrity Michael Jordan, and the popularity 
of the sport itself, which seemed to open to poor people and held the prom-
ise of socioeconomic mobility. In his autobiography, hip-hop artist CeeLo 
Green admits to stealing sneakers and starter jackets, making “lots of 
people” unclothe and hand over these items, because he wanted to be 
somebody—or better yet, be somebody else.24 Want for these shoes, how-
ever, often went beyond the crime of theft. “Teenagers,” the historian Wal-
ter LaFeber has observed, “shot and sometimes murdered each other to 
steal Nike’s Air Jordan sneakers and other athletic clothing. The shoes, 
which cost well under fifty dollars to make in Southeast Asian factories 
paying some of the lowest manufacturing wages in the world, cost up to 
three times that in stores. Customers of all ages willingly paid the huge 
profit to Nike because of Jordan’s name, the highly advertised technology 
that went into the shoe, and the almost supernatural aura that seemed to 
surround Nike’s world-famous Swoosh symbol and motto, ‘Just Do It’—
which, critics claimed, was exactly the advice gun-toting teenagers followed 
to obtain their Nikes.”25

Second, even when people of color are equipped with the means to buy 
designer goods, discrimination against and racially profiling of these in-
dividuals in the marketplace have persisted. Since the 1990s, this practice 
has been referred to as “Shopping While Black.” Shopping While Black 
occurs when store personnel, including owners, managers, salesclerks, and 
security guards, treat customers differently because of their race or ethnic-
ity. This differential treatment involves providing substandard services 
to shoppers of color, subjecting them to verbal and physical attacks, and 
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denying and/or degrading products and services. Shopping While Black 
incidents also include closely monitoring, questioning, searching, and 
detaining black and brown customers for suspicion of criminal activity such 
as shoplifting and credit card or check fraud.26

Retailers from Bloomingdale’s to Lord & Taylor to Eddie Bauer have been 
charged with practicing racial discrimination.27 In early November 2013, 
Macy’s and Barneys in New York City were charged with falsely accusing 
three African American customers of credit card fraud and one of theft. At 
Macy’s, Art Palmer was pursued and falsely accused of theft by the police 
after purchasing $320 worth of dress shirts and ties in late April 2013. Less 
than two months later, in June, actor Rob Brown was “handcuffed and 
detained while trying on a pair of Prada shoes, having just bought a $1,350 
Movado watch for his mother. He was released without charges after 
showing multiple forms of ID.” At Barneys, college student Trayon Christian 
and nursing student Kayla Phillips were accused of credit fraud. Christian, 
who has filed a lawsuit against the retailer, alleges that, as he tried to 
purchase a $350 Salvatore Ferragamo belt in April 2013, plainclothes detec-
tives handcuffed him. Similarly, Phillips charges that “she was swarmed 
by four plainclothes cops [at a nearby subway station] in February after 
buying a $2,500 orange suede Céline purse at Barneys.”28 None of these four 
customers were officially charged with a crime, however. But their alle-
gations sparked a national, albeit brief, discussion on consumer racism.

The practice of discriminating against African American shoppers, as we 
know, is not new, and so it is not surprising that the response of the black 
community in 2013 was reminiscent of the “Don’t Buy” movements of the 
1920s and 1930s, the persuasion campaigns of the 1940s, and the lunch 
counter sit-ins and picket lines of the 1950s and 1960s. Civil rights activist 
Al Sharpton threatened a holiday shopping boycott to force retailers to end 
racial profiling in the industry. To reporters, Sharpton stated, “We are not, 
I repeat not, going to go through the holidays and have people shop where 
they are going to be profiled. You can call it a boycott.”29 While this boycott 
never occurred, private meetings between Sharpton and other activists and 
store officials were held, and the New York attorney general Eric Schnei-
derman launched an investigation into the racial profiling in Macy’s, 
Barneys, and other stores conducting business in the state.

The outcome, however, did not end consumer racism, nor did it do much 
to discourage it. In December 2013, not long after their practice of racial 
profiling was publicized, Macy’s and Barneys posted the “Customers’ Bill 
of Rights” throughout their stores, hoping to prevent future incidents and 
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curb any further negative press. The document condemns profiling and 
states that any employee who engages in profiling “will be subject to dis-
ciplinary action, up to and including termination of employment.”30 In the 
summer of 2014, however, the attorney general’s investigation concluded 
that minority customers were still profiled and surveilled “at rates far 
greater than those for white customers.” At Macy’s alone, 1,947 shoppers of 
color were detained at its Herald Square store and approximately 6,000 in 
total at the retailer’s forty-two stores throughout the State of New York.31 
Because of these and similar findings, Macy’s “agreed to pay $650,000 to 
settle a state probe into racial profiling complaints at its flagship Herald 
Square store” and released a statement declaring its commitment “to fulfill-
ing the ideals of diversity, inclusion, and respect that our company aspires to 
achieve—every day, in every store and office, and with every customer and 
associate.” The retailer also was required to “improve its employee anti-
profiling training” and “hire an independent anti-discrimination expert 
who will regularly report to” the attorney general’s office.32 Barneys also 
“agreed to pay $525,000 to settle a discrimination case with the state attor-
ney general . . . ​and also vowed to implement sweeping policy changes” in 
August 2014.33

Only two of the individual suits involving Macy’s and Barneys have been 
settled, according to news reports. In July 2014, Brown’s case was “settled 
in principle,” according to Macy’s; the terms of the settlement were not 
disclosed.34 A few months later, in October, Barneys “quietly” settled the 
Phillips case “and insisted on a confidentiality agreement that bars her from 
publicly revealing how much money she received.”35

Race discrimination is also a problem at shopping malls, particularly 
those in majority-white suburbs. As the scholar James W. Loewen found, 
“Mall managers don’t want their shopping centers to get identified as ‘too 
black,’ which can prompt whites to shop elsewhere. Malls have died in 
response to the presence of young African Americans—even in solidly white 
middle-class areas—because white shoppers flee black youth. Also, a mall 
can easily lose its cachet; then cutting-edge retailers move to trendier 
locations. Suburban city officials also know that shopping malls often de-
segregate first, leading to white uneasiness that can fuel white residential 
flight.”36

As a result, mall owners have pursued a variety of approaches “to dis-
courage African Americans from visiting their malls: persuading public 
transportation agencies not to service the mall with bus routes from black 
neighborhoods, surveilling African American shoppers and making them 
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uneasy, and having police follow black motorists.” Additionally, as of late 
2016, over one hundred malls and shopping centers have banned unac-
companied minors, young people under the age of eighteen, from these sites 
of consumption during specified days and times. These policies over-
whelmingly target young people of color and arguably violate their rights 
under public accommodation laws. They require that minors must be ac-
companied by a supervising adult (someone over the age of twenty-one) 
on Fridays and Saturdays, during the day on school days, or any day after 
5 p.m. Security guards and off-duty police officers are often stationed at 
mall entrances to check identifications, while others patrol these sites of 
consumption for violators.

Mall curfews trouble many consumers of color. Tony Fugett, president 
of the Baltimore County chapter of the National Association for the Ad-
vancement of Colored People (NAACP), expressed “[concern] that the 
policy discriminates against young people in general, and African American 
young people specifically.”37 Kim Rabuck, an African American contributor 
to the Socialist Worker website, wrote, “We are keenly aware of the thinly 
veiled racism, classism, and discrimination based on age or perceived age 
that will be perpetuated against our children.” Rabuck cited an example 
where an Indian couple—a nineteen-year-old woman and a twenty-year-old 
man—shopping at the West Towne Mall in Madison, Wisconsin, were 
stopped and asked for their identification by a security guard, while their 
“younger white friend” who was accompanying the couple “was ignored as 
if she wasn’t standing next to them, was not asked for ID, and not given a 
pamphlet.”38

The issues with curfews become even more apparent when they concern 
young adults who work at malls. At the West Towne Mall, “proof of work 
status” is “required, and youth employees must go directly to the place of 
employment and must leave the property at the conclusion of their work 
shift if after 4:00 . . . ​or at any other time the policy is in effect.”39 This 
separation of work from consumption is a disturbing echo of an earlier 
moment of the black struggle for equal rights. As one opponent of the curfew 
has observed, “So stores can exploit young people as low-wage workers, but 
they cannot be present at the mall outside of that time when they’re being 
exploited. It would appear that these employees cannot even go to the food 
court to eat during their breaks.”40

Winning justice remains difficult, and, as I have stressed, the struggle is 
unending: Title II of the 1964 act does not cover all retail stores and requires 
plaintiffs to notify their state civil rights agency before filing suit and within 
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a certain number of days of the incident; courts have narrowly interpreted 
the 1866 act and required plaintiffs “to produce evidence that they were 
denied the opportunity to complete a retail transaction.”41 Obtaining evi-
dence can be challenging given that discrimination is often subtle.

Nevertheless, African Americans have remained undeterred. In addition 
to filing complaints and lawsuits, consumers of color also employ a variety 
of strategies to cope with and combat race discrimination, including (1) 
engaging in acts such as purchasing expensive items to legitimate their 
class, status, and belonging to others; (2) wearing their class (dressing, 
speaking, and acting in ways that convey middle- and upper-class status); 
(3) being loyal to businesses that provide quality products and services to 
minorities; (4) exiting and avoiding public accommodations that discrimi-
nate against shoppers of color; and (5) organizing protests, in conjunction 
with national civil rights organizations, against offending retailers.

It is unclear whether retail work and consumption will continue to be 
sites of black protest and socioeconomic advancement in the future. What 
is clear, however, is that they continue to hold the potential for being such 
sites, as consumption continues to be intricately intertwined with con-
ceptualizations and realizations of American democracy. “Retail is one of 
the largest sources of new employment in the U.S. economy and the 
second-largest industry for black employment” in the twenty-first century 
of the United States.42 Structural changes, however, are needed to protect 
and enable African American workers and consumers to continue to achieve 
modernity, middle-class status, and citizenship. Changes are needed in a 
variety of ways. Some experts argue that courts need to grant victims more 
leniencies regarding what is deemed admissible evidence in their efforts to 
prove discrimination. Others suggest that retailers raise wages and end 
wage disparities between the races, reduce uncertainty around scheduling 
workers, end hiring tactics that reproduce racial discrimination in the 
workplace (such as the use of credit checks), and provide diversity and racial 
sensitivity training to hiring, sales, and security personnel and actively 
monitor employment practices and customer-salespeople interactions by 
using mystery-shopping audits and “the demographic test.” The hope is that, 
through increased federal and industry protections and employee training 
and monitoring, retailers will become more aware of racial biases and 
modify their behavior to ensure that all employees and customers are 
treated with dignity and respect.
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Chapter Five
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bathing houses, refusing to sell or wait upon any respectable, well-behaved per-
sons, without regard to race, color, or previous condition of servitude, or any res-
taurant, hotel, ice-cream saloon or soda fountain, barber shop, or bathing-house 
keepers, or proprietors, who refused under any pretext to serve any well-behaved, 
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