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When affirmative action was white is a crucial examination of the complex and
often overlooked history of racial inequality in twentieth-century America.
Ira Katznelson, in his groundbreaking work, delves into how governmental
policies and social practices, particularly from the New Deal era onward,
favored white Americans while systematically marginalizing people of color,
particularly African Americans. This article will explore the salient themes
of Katznelson's research, the implications of affirmative action, and how
these historical factors have contributed to the ongoing racial disparities
in contemporary society.

The Historical Context of Affirmative Action

To understand when affirmative action was white, it is essential to grasp the
historical context in which these policies were formulated. The post-World
War II era in America was marked by significant social and political
transformations, including the civil rights movement, which sought to
dismantle institutionalized racism and promote equality.

The New Deal and Racial Exclusion

The New Deal, implemented by President Franklin D. Roosevelt in the 1930s,
was a series of programs and policies designed to combat the Great
Depression. However, Katznelson reveals that many of these initiatives were
inherently discriminatory:

1. Housing Policies: The Federal Housing Administration (FHA) and Home
Owners’ Loan Corporation (HOLC) actively practiced redlining, which denied
mortgage insurance to predominantly Black neighborhoods. This practice not
only restricted home ownership for African Americans but also created a
lasting wealth gap between white families and families of color.

2. Labor Market Discrimination: The New Deal's labor policies often excluded
African Americans and other minorities from benefits. For instance, sectors
like agriculture and domestic work, where many Black workers were employed,
were exempt from Social Security and minimum wage laws.

3. Union Practices: Many labor unions during the New Deal era adopted
exclusionary practices that barred Black workers from joining, thus denying
them the benefits of union representation and better wages.

The Post-War Boom and Its Discontents

The end of World War II ushered in an economic boom that significantly



improved living standards for many Americans, particularly white families.
However, this prosperity was not equally shared:

- GI Bill Exclusions: The GI Bill (Servicemen's Readjustment Act of 1944)
provided various benefits, including low-interest home loans and educational
funding for returning veterans. However, many Black veterans faced
discrimination in accessing these benefits, as local administrations often
denied them participation.

- Job Market Inequality: While industries expanded and jobs became plentiful,
African Americans were often relegated to menial positions with little
opportunity for advancement. This reinforced a cycle of poverty and
disenfranchisement that would prove difficult to break.

The Evolution of Affirmative Action

Affirmative action emerged as a response to the systemic inequalities
entrenched in American society. However, Katznelson argues that the initial
implementations of these policies were fundamentally flawed and often
perpetuated existing hierarchies.


