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studies curricula are sorely lacking in their 
treatment of past and present housing dis-
crimination, ensuring that ignorance on 
these issues will prevail for the foresee-
able future. In 1970, Housing and Urban 
Development Secretary George Romney 
created what was called the Open Com-
munities program, which, in Rothstein’s 
words “would deny federal funds (for water 
and sewer upgrades, green space, side-
walk improvements, and other support for 
which HUD financial support is needed) 
to suburbs that hadn’t revised their exclu-
sionary zoning laws to permit construction 
of subsidized apartments for lower-income 
African American families.” A reinstated 
“Romney Rule,” then, would punish white 
suburbanites who consistently blocked 
low-income housing by claiming that it 
was just as detrimental to their property 
values as chemical-waste dumps and 
smoke-belching factories would be. Gov-
ernment housing authorities could deny 
mortgage interest deductions to home-
owners in all-white neighborhoods, and 
could use the Section 8 voucher program 
(which provides subsidies to low-income 
families seeking apartments) as a means 
to integrate neighborhoods. Certainly 
a renewed effort to challenge existing 
school-financing plans and school-district 
boundaries might help to break down the 
isolation of city schools. The bottom line, 
though, according to Rothstein is a “better-
educated Court,” one that could lead the 
way in redressing many years of deliberate 
assaults on the Fourteenth Amendment in 
the form of programs that preserved the 
outlines of slavery in a post-emancipation 
nation.

Yet the author recognizes that a com-
plete unraveling of the generations-long 
process of segregation would be an uphill 
battle. Many black households lack the 
necessary income (the median for whites 
is $60,000 a year, and for blacks, $37,000 
a year) or assets (median for whites is 
$134,000, and $11,000 for blacks) to afford 
a down payment on a home in a better 
neighborhood. Without a parallel opening 
of educational and employment oppor-
tunities, black families will remain in seg-
regated areas. When federal agencies 
and private developers build or subsidize 

housing for low-income blacks, those low-
cost units (or homes) are invariably located 
in all-black neighborhoods. Constructed 
over the generations, poor neighborhoods 
have become a vital source of community 
life—the site of religious institutions, social 
organizations, and services such as bar-
bershops and beauty parlors—that cannot 
easily be replicated in a suburban or all-
white setting.

Rothstein’s subtitle—“A Forgotten 
History of How Our Government Segre-
gated America”—is only partially true. A 
number of historians have explored the 
themes presented here, either in sweeping 
accounts of segregation or in detailed case 
studies, and he gives them their due in his 
bibliography. However, it is true that the 
larger public remains convinced that de 
jure segregation is long past, and that a de 
facto system—one well outside the reach 
of governmental action—prevails today.

Even more dispiriting than the sub-
stance of the history presented in The Color 
of Law is the realization that Rothstein’s 
call for a robust program of governmental 
intervention amounts to wishful thinking. 
A substantial minority of Americans seem 
bent on electing officials who have no 
interest in facts. Many of these voters and 
their elected representatives look with sus-
picion on all kinds of governmental pro-
grams, which they assume reward people 
unworthy of assistance and kill private-
sector jobs in the process. Given that rural 
white interests continue to prevail in many 
statehouses, and that gerrymandered leg-
islative districts are likely to maintain the 
status quo for some time, it is difficult 
to imagine a future president having the 
courage to appoint Supreme Court justices 
willing to challenge the obvious expression 
of a centuries-old white tribalism. As for 
the current court: perhaps Justice Roberts 
will read The Color of Law and learn some 
basic facts about American history. That 
would be a start.

Jacqueline Jones teaches American his-
tory at the University of Texas at Austin. She 
is the author of, most recently, A Dreadful 
Deceit: The Myth of Race from the Colo-
nial Era to Obama’s America (Basic Books, 
2013). Her new book, Goddess of Anarchy: 

The Life and Times of Lucy Parsons, Ameri-
can Radical (Basic Books), will be published 
in December 2017. 

The Economy During Wartime
J.W. Mason

Destructive Creation: American Business 
and the Winning of World War II
by Mark R. Wilson
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2016, 392 
pp.

During the Second World War, the United 
States had a centrally planned econ-
omy. Strategic resources were produced 
in quantities set in Washington, and allo-
cated among end users by the public offi-
cials sitting on the War Production Board. 
Key prices and wages were administered, 
not left to markets. The large majority of 
investment was directed, financed, and, 
in most cases, owned by the federal gov-
ernment. Thousands of private businesses 
that failed to comply with the planners’ 
instructions were simply taken over by the 
government—including some of the coun-
try’s largest corporations, like Montgomery 
Ward. For millions of Americans, the pho-
tograph of Ward’s adamantly anti-Roos-
evelt CEO Sewell Avery being carried from 
his headquarters by a squad of soldiers 
crystallized the new relationship between 
government and capital.

What are we to make of the fact that 
economic life was “quite completely 
regimented” (in the approving words of 
Admiral Harold Bowen) during the war? For 
novelists of the front lines, it could appear 
as part of a vast impersonal machine, con-
suming human lives as means to an inscru-
table end. Think of Corporal Fife in The 
Thin Red Line, watching his transport ship 
coming under attack by Japanese planes: 
“A regular business venture, no war at all. It 
was weird and wacky and somehow insane. 
. . . It was as though a clerical, mathemat-
ical equation had been worked out, as a 
calculated risk.” For historian Mark Wilson, 
whose attention is fixed on the home front, 
there’s no such ambivalence. His new 
book Destructive Creation is a defense of 

the management of the war economy by 
“clerical, mathematical equation,” against 
those on the right, who attribute wartime 
production to the genius of private busi-
ness, and those on the left, who see the 
wartime state as an engine of profiteering 
and monopoly. The book is animated by 
the idea that wartime planning represents 
a lost model for effective public direction 
of the economy: “If American policymakers 
had applied the lessons of World War II 
mobilization to the toughest challenges of 
the later twentieth century, people around 
the world would be better off today.”

The Second World War was certainly 
an economic success story, in that it 
coincided with the most rapid economic 
growth in U.S. history. Much of this growth 
came not in the recovery from the Depres-
sion, but in the post-1940 period, when 
the country was already more or less at 
full employment. Between 1938 and 1944, 
unemployment fell by about 10 million. 
(This includes people leaving the Works 
Progress Administration and similar jobs 
programs.) Over the same period, private 
employment and military employment 
each rose by 10 million, implying 10 million 
new entrants to the labor force—mostly 
women. At the same time, workers shifted 
from less productive activities (especially 
agriculture) to more productive jobs in 
industry. Industrial productivity—output 
per hour—also rose rapidly. 

Wilson is certainly right that the fed-
eral government played a central role in 
this vast expansion of productive capacity. 
Even before Pearl Harbor, it was clear 
to the leaders of the mobilization effort 
that the peacetime system of allocating 
industrial inputs by markets was breaking 
down in the face of a rapid expansion of 
military production. Materials like steel, 
copper, aluminum, and rubber were in 
short supply, exacerbated by hoarding by 
contractors who wanted to ensure that 
their own orders were filled. Even more 
critically, investment in new industrial 
capacity—after 1940, almost all directed 
and financed by Washington—could only 
be decided if future supplies of critical raw 
materials were known. (There was no point 
in building a new bomber factory if there 
wouldn’t be enough aluminum for it to 
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make planes from.) Ad hoc price controls 
and the crude “priority” system reserving 
key materials for military use were not 
enough—an explicit planning process was 
needed.

Economic planning during the war also 
led to a broader rationalization of eco-
nomic life. Much macroeconomic data 
begins around 1945—it was first collected 
to aid in wartime planning. The estimates 
of actual versus potential output that guide 
so much macroeconomic policy today 
emerged out of the “feasibility debates” 
between civilian economists and mili-
tary planners—a fascinating story barely 
touched on by Wilson but told in detail in 
Paul Koistinen’s Arsenal of World War II 
(2004), which remains the definitive history 
of wartime economic planning. The same 
goes for other belligerents. Richard Werner 
(in Princes of the Yen, 2003) convincingly 
argues that the planning apparatus that 
guided Japan’s postwar economic miracle 
was the product of the war—early twen-
tieth-century Japanese capitalism more 
closely resembled the freewheeling lib-
eral, market-centered American system 
than what we have come to think of as the 
“East Asian model.” Turning back to the 
United States, it’s clear that much of what 
the businesses objected to as “red tape” 
was simply that in order to win government 
contracts, they had to adopt explicit cost 
accounting, wage schedules, and other 
hallmarks of the modern managerial firm.

It’s easy to see the attraction of making 
the fight against Hitler exhibit A in a 
broader argument for the public sector. 
If government planning was essential for 
developing and mobilizing real resources 
for the war, why not for its moral equiva-
lents today, such as climate change? 
Wilson doesn’t explicitly make this argu-
ment—his story stops in the 1950s—but it’s 
safe to say he’d be on board.

There’s plenty of useful material in this 
book, but its case would be stronger if it 
were not so narrowly focused on the busi-
ness-government interface. Wilson offers 
a comprehensive account of the ways 
in which public officials interacted with 
business: as customers, as financiers, as 
regulators, as rivals for the favors of public 
opinion. But he has nothing to say about 

two critical questions that lie, so to speak, 
on each side of this interface: how the 
planning apparatus actually functioned, 
and how American industry was able to 
generate such big increases in output and 
productivity. Wartime productivity gains 
get, literally, one aside (“economies of 
scale, improving production techniques, 
or other factors”) tucked into a discus-
sion of how prices were set for military 
procurement. Similarly, the operations of 
the planning apparatus—the War Planning 
Board and its predecessors—gets less than 
two pages. By contrast, a dozen pages are 
devoted to how payments were handled on 
prematurely canceled contracts. Wilson is 
very interested in how much the govern-
ment paid for tanks and ships, not so much 
in how so many of them were produced. 

Wilson does not ask, for example, why 
war production required central plan-
ning. It is not an easy question, but one 
natural place to look for an answer might 
be the history of industrialization, which in 
some ways involves similar problems—the 
more or less rapid redirection of public 
resources from one set of activities to a 
very different one, in the face of various 
bottlenecks and coordination problems. 
As famously argued by the economic his-
torian Alexander Gerschenkron, modern 
industrialization would have been impos-
sible without a high degree of conscious 
direction. The simultaneous expansion of 
many interdependent sectors and indus-
tries—along with the public infrastructure 
they require—is exactly the wrong sort 
of problem for widely dispersed private 
decision makers. The large-scale invest-
ment in plants and equipment required 
by both military mobilization and indus-
trialization is often unattractive to private 
wealth-holders, who put a steep discount 
on returns far off in an uncertain future. 
Even the routine coordination of produc-
tion through the price mechanism can 
break down in the high-pressure environ-
ment of a major redirection of produc-
tion. In an economy running at full throttle, 
scarce resources will experience large and 
disruptive price rises, while private actors 
will be tempted to hoard key resources 
and exploit their market power. Giant cor-
porations, starting with the railroads in 

the nineteenth century, organized them-
selves internally through central planning, 
not markets, with salaried managers per-
forming the essential tasks of coordina-
tion. It’s no surprise that a government 
seeking to maximize military production 
would seek to organize the whole economy 
the same way.

The fundamental political problem 
raised by wartime planning is not the 
extent to which it did or did not affect pri-
vate profits or competition, but the way it 
replaced dispersed private authority exer-
cised through markets with centralized 
(and in principle at least, democratically 
accountable) authority exercised by the 
state. If urgent production needs and rapid 
reallocation of resources require a central 
plan—if even private businesses recognize 
this internally—then what claim do private 
capitalists have to their power and profits? 
In his opening chapter, on precursors 

to Second World War planning, Wilson 
quotes an amusing exchange between U.S. 
Steel chairman Elbert Gary and Bernard 
Baruch, head of the First World War–era 
War Industries Board. Unhappy with what 
the military was paying for steel, Baruch 
informed Gary that if prices didn’t come 
down, the government would simply take 
the industry over. When an incredulous 
Gary asked how U.S. Steel could be man-
aged without its top executives, Baruch 
replied, “Oh, we’ll get a second lieutenant 
or somebody to run it.” More threatening 
than taxes, red tape, or even militant 
unions was the implication of wartime 
planning that owners were unnecessary to 
production. During the Second World War, 
business owners angrily—and correctly—
complained that government control of 
investment, allocation of scarce materials, 
and prices and wages meant that “the 
businessman is just a middleman” for the 

A young woman sells war bonds and stamps and distributes War Production Drive lit-
erature, circa 1943. Courtesy of the National Archives.
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planners in Washington.
This radical content of wartime plan-

ning was more clearly recognized by its 
business and conservative opponents than 
by the planners themselves, who—a few 
ardent New Dealers aside—seem to have 
moved toward more centralized planning 
as a pragmatic response to the difficul-
ties of ramping up war production. Initially, 
planners hoped to achieve the vast expan-
sion of industrial capacity required to meet 
military needs through private investment. 
They turned to public ownership only 
when private banks proved uninterested in 
financing war plants. For business, on the 
other hand, planning and public ownership 
was clearly seen as a mortal threat to their 
prestige and power—a feared and hated 
rival, or even, Wilson suggests, an enemy 
on par with the official enemies abroad. 
Already by 1941, government enterprise 
was, according to a Chamber of Com-
merce publication, “the ghost that stalks 
at every business conference.” J. Howard 
Pew of Sun Oil declared that if the United 
States abandoned private ownership and 
“supinely reli[es] on government control 
and operation, then Hitlerism wins even 
though Hitler himself be defeated.” Even 
the largest recipients of military contracts 
regarded the wartime state with hostility. 
GM chairman Alfred Sloan—referring to 
the danger of government enterprises 
operating after war—wondered if it is “not 
as essential to win the peace, in an eco-
nomic sense, as it is to win the war, in a 
military sense,” while GE’s Philip Reed 
vowed to “oppose any project or program 
that will weaken” free enterprise. 

Nonetheless, at the war’s end, about 
a quarter of the country’s industrial plant, 
representing the large majority of war-
time investment, was owned by the federal 
government. The disposition of this vast 
system of public and semi-public enter-
prises was one of the central questions of 
postwar conversion; while almost all of it 
eventually passed into private hands, this 
was by no means a foregone conclusion 
in 1945. For the remaining New Dealers 
and their newly empowered allies in labor, 
these publicly owned factories offered the 
basis for a permanent expansion of public 
enterprise, on the model of the Tennessee 

Valley Authority. (The TVA’s place in the 
liberal imagination as part of a project of 
broader social renovation is memorably 
expressed in Elia Kazan’s 1960 film Wild 
River.) As the war wound down, Harold 
Ickes floated the idea that new semipublic 
corporations should be created to refit the 
war plants to produce civilian goods and 
their shares to be distributed to returning 
veterans. 

This was not to be. The success of 
business owners and their allies in rolling 
back wartime economic management 
is the most interesting part of Wilson’s 
book. By the 1960s the military was more 
dependent on private contractors not only 
than during the war, but, arguably, than at 
any previous point in its history. From the 
nineteenth century through the 1940s, 
half of Navy ships were built in govern-
ment-owned shipyards by government 
employees. But less than two decades 
after the end of the Second World War, 
this capacity was entirely gone and all new 
warships were built by private contractors. 
Large public investments in other areas of 
military production that long predated the 
war similarly passed into the hands of pri-
vate owners. 

Wilson shows that this enormous 
rolling back of public production was 
not inevitable or driven by concerns of 
efficiency. It was an ideological project 
pushed by business leaders. Even in the 
days after Pearl Harbor, as dozens of gov-
ernment-financed and -owned plants were 
being authorized, conservatives like Sen-
ator Robert Taft were determined to ensure 
that these taxpayer-funded factories would 
eventually be “returned” to private busi-
ness—an outcome that would require 
Congress to be “constantly on guard, and 
determined to restore a system of pri-
vately owned and operated enterprise.” 
By the end of the war, the conservatives 
had largely displaced New Deal econo-
mists like Eveline Burns and Alvin Hansen, 
whose National Resources Planning Board 
had been developing plans for turning the 
publicly owned war facilities into TVA-style 
public corporations. Instead, the discus-
sion was dominated by the likes of the 
Baruch-Hancock report, which took as its 
starting point that the top priority should 

be “taking the government out of busi-
ness.” The 1946 Employment Act, among 
the crown jewels of postwar Keynesianism, 
formalized a public commitment to avoid 
a return to the mass unemployment of the 
1930s, but stipulated that full employment 
was to be achieved only through poli-
cies that “foster and promote free private 
enterprise.” 

Perhaps the biggest contribution of 
Wilson’s book is the case it makes that the 
dismantling of the wartime planning appa-
ratus was an ideological project aggres-
sively pushed for its own sake. In this 
sense, the book serves as a kind of pre-
quel to Kim Phillips-Fein’s Invisible Hands 
(2010), on business efforts to reverse the 
New Deal. Today, when the role of private 
owners in production is simply taken for 
granted, it’s useful to be reminded that at 
that decisive moment, private ownership 
was tenaciously pursued as an end in itself.

J.W. Mason is assistant professor of eco-
nomics at John Jay College-CUNY and a 
fellow at the Roosevelt Institute.

The Politics of Comparison
Sam Klug

A Colony in a Nation
by Chris Hayes
W. W. Norton & Company, 2017, 256 pp.

In 2012, the Mississippi-based activist 
Kali Akuno authored a platform known as 
the Jackson-Kush Plan, which declared 
the United States an example of “white 
colonial supremacy” and denounced the 
“colonial domination” of Mississippi. Aku-
no’s program supported the campaign 
of Chokwe Lumumba for mayor of Jack-
son, and its language drew from the 
black nationalist organization to which 
Lumumba had been elected vice presi-
dent over forty years earlier, the Republic 
of New Afrika (RNA). Central to the RNA’s 
political thought was the idea that Afri-
can Americans constituted an “internal 
colony” within the United States, and the 
group sought to declare independence for 
black people in the states of Louisiana, 

Mississippi, Alabama, Georgia, and North 
Carolina.

In the 1960s and 1970s, the language of 
internal colonialism was popular in much 
wider circles than the explicitly separatist 
RNA. African American thinkers and activ-
ists ranging from the liberal social scien-
tist Kenneth Clark to Martin Luther King, 
Jr. argued that the United States’ blend 
of capitalism and racism replicated the 
dynamics of colonial rule. The idea began 
to permeate Chicano, Puerto Rican, and 
Native activism and writing, although it 
was sometimes criticized for relying on 
a black-white binary model of American 
racism and for its relative silence on the 
question of settler colonialism and native 
extermination. By 1968, this language had 
spread so widely that it entered presiden-
tial politics, with both Eugene McCarthy 
and Richard Nixon referring to it in their 
election campaigns. At the Republican 
National Convention that year, Nixon 
declared, “Black Americans . . . don’t want 
to be a colony in a nation.” But Nixon’s 
understanding of what it meant to be a 
“colony in a nation” was very different from 
the way black activists and thinkers used 
the phrase.

Although the language of internal colo-
nialism has faded since the 1970s, Nixon’s 
1968 speech serves as the reference point 
for the title and central ideas in Chris 
Hayes’s recent book A Colony in a Nation. 
While it would be welcome to see the 
vocabulary of black radicalism enter the 
American mainstream, Hayes diminishes 
the stark differences between black activ-
ists’ understandings of internal colonialism 
and Nixon’s, and he fails to understand the 
implications of the idea. Ultimately, Hayes 
saps the language of anticolonial critique 
of its power.

In its most powerful forms, the language 
of internal colonialism married an honest 
recounting of American and global history 
to concrete analysis of present political 
economy. The labor organizer and South-
ern Christian Leadership Conference 
leader Jack O’Dell insisted that racial dom-
ination in the United States, from the slave 
trade through the end of Reconstruction, 


