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Understanding the Color of Law by Richard
Rothstein

The Color of Law is a pivotal work by Richard Rothstein that sheds light on the systemic
racial segregation in the United States through government policies and practices.
Published in 2017, this book serves as a crucial historical account that challenges the
long-held belief that segregation arose purely from private prejudice or personal choices.
Instead, Rothstein argues that it was the result of explicit governmental policies and
actions, effectively institutionalizing racial discrimination.

Overview of the Book

Rothstein's argument is built upon extensive research and historical documentation that
reveals how local, state, and federal governments played an active role in creating and
maintaining racially segregated neighborhoods. He meticulously details how policies such
as redlining, racially restrictive covenants, and various zoning laws directly contributed to
the segregation that persists in modern America.

The Foundations of Segregation

To understand the mechanisms of segregation, Rothstein delves into several key areas:

Redlining: Rothstein explains how the Home Owners' Loan Corporation (HOLC)
created maps that classified neighborhoods based on their perceived risk for
mortgage lending. Areas predominantly inhabited by African Americans were marked
in red, indicating high risk, which led to disinvestment and economic decline.

Racially Restrictive Covenants: Rothstein highlights how these legal agreements
were used by homeowners and developers to exclude Black families from certain
neighborhoods. Such covenants were often enforced by local governments,
solidifying racial segregation.

Zoning Laws: Through zoning regulations, cities effectively dictated where people
could live, further entrenching racial divides. Rothstein illustrates how zoning
favored white neighborhoods, often at the expense of Black communities.



The Impact of Federal Policies

Rothstein details how federal policies, especially those enacted during the New Deal and
post-World War II era, exacerbated segregation. The GI Bill, for instance, provided
benefits to returning veterans, but these benefits were often inaccessible to Black
veterans due to discriminatory practices in housing and lending.

The Role of the Courts and the Real Estate
Industry

Rothstein also explores the complicity of various institutions in perpetuating segregation:

Judicial Systems: Courts often upheld discriminatory practices, enabling1.
segregation to continue without challenge.

Real Estate Industry: Real estate agents and developers played a significant role in2.
promoting and enforcing segregation through practices designed to protect property
values by keeping neighborhoods racially homogeneous.

Case Studies and Personal Narratives

One of the strengths of Rothstein’s work is his use of case studies and personal narratives.
He shares stories of families and individuals affected by discriminatory policies,
illustrating the human cost of segregation. For example, he recounts the experiences of
families in cities like Chicago and Baltimore, highlighting how their aspirations for
homeownership were thwarted by systemic barriers.

The Legacy of Segregation

Rothstein emphasizes that the legacy of these discriminatory practices is still felt today.
He argues that the socio-economic disparities between Black and white Americans are
rooted in these historical injustices. By examining contemporary issues such as poverty,
education disparities, and unequal access to resources, Rothstein connects the dots
between the past and present.

The Importance of Acknowledgment

One of the primary calls to action in Rothstein's book is the need for acknowledgment and
understanding of this history. He argues that until society recognizes the government's



role in creating and sustaining segregation, meaningful progress toward racial equality
will remain elusive. Rothstein asserts that acknowledging this history is crucial for
reparative justice and policy reform.

Policy Recommendations

In the concluding chapters, Rothstein offers several policy recommendations aimed at
addressing the consequences of segregation:

Affirmative Action in Housing: Implementing policies that promote integration in
housing through incentives for developers and buyers.

Investment in Disinvested Communities: Directing federal funds to revitalize
neighborhoods that have suffered from decades of disinvestment.

Education and Awareness Programs: Establishing educational initiatives to
inform the public about the history and consequences of segregation.

Critique and Reception

The reception of The Color of Law has been overwhelmingly positive, with many praising
Rothstein's thorough research and compelling narrative. Critics, however, have pointed
out some limitations. Some argue that Rothstein's focus on government action downplays
the roles of individual agency and private racism. Nevertheless, the book has sparked
significant discussions about race, policy, and urban planning in America.

Conclusion

Richard Rothstein’s The Color of Law stands as an essential text for anyone seeking to
understand the roots of racial segregation in America. By unpacking the complex interplay
between government policy and racial discrimination, Rothstein provides a crucial lens
through which to view contemporary issues of inequality. His work not only challenges
historical narratives but also encourages readers to engage with the ongoing struggle for
racial justice. As the book continues to influence discussions on housing, urban policy, and
social justice, it serves as a reminder of the importance of acknowledging the past to forge
a more equitable future.

Frequently Asked Questions



What is the main thesis of 'The Color of Law' by Richard
Rothstein?
The main thesis of 'The Color of Law' is that racial segregation in American cities was not
just a result of private choices or individual prejudices, but was significantly shaped by
government policies and practices that enforced and maintained segregation.

How does Richard Rothstein demonstrate the role of
government in creating segregation?
Rothstein provides historical examples and case studies that illustrate how federal, state,
and local governments implemented discriminatory housing policies, such as redlining,
racially restrictive covenants, and urban renewal projects that displaced black
communities.

What impact did the New Deal policies have on racial
segregation according to Rothstein?
According to Rothstein, New Deal policies, such as those implemented by the Home
Owners' Loan Corporation, systematically excluded black Americans from homeownership
opportunities, reinforcing existing segregation and creating wealth disparities that persist
today.

In what ways does 'The Color of Law' address the myth
of individual choice in housing?
The book argues against the myth of individual choice by showing how government
interventions and policies limited housing options for black families, thereby denying them
the ability to freely choose where to live.

What historical examples does Rothstein use to
illustrate systemic racism in housing?
Rothstein uses examples such as the GI Bill's inequitable distribution of benefits, the
establishment of the Federal Housing Administration, and specific case studies of cities
like Chicago and Atlanta to illustrate systemic racism in housing.

How does Rothstein suggest we can begin to address the
injustices outlined in 'The Color of Law'?
Rothstein suggests that addressing the injustices requires acknowledgment of the
government's role in creating segregation, implementing policies to promote equitable
housing, and reparative measures to assist communities harmed by these discriminatory
practices.



What relevance does 'The Color of Law' have in
contemporary discussions about race and housing?
The book is highly relevant in contemporary discussions as it provides a historical context
for ongoing issues of housing inequality, systemic racism, and the need for policy reform
to create more equitable living conditions.

Has 'The Color of Law' influenced public policy or
awareness around housing discrimination?
Yes, 'The Color of Law' has influenced public policy discussions and raised awareness
about the historical context of housing discrimination, prompting calls for accountability
and changes in housing policy to address systemic inequities.
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