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During the two decades following World War I, the world suffered a deep depression, the
rise of fascism, and a second world war. During the Depression, rural and industrial workers
formed unions, staged strikes, and fought for their livelihood. The United States did not
escape these vast changes. It did not experience a major political shift, either from the right
or the left, but during the 1930s the nation experienced the rise of organized labor and a
limited welfare state.

The legislation passed during the first New Deal in 1933 illustrated the limits of
decentralized relief. For example, the National Recovery Act (NRA) established voluntary
codes for businessmen to abide by, including payment of minimum wages and equal wages
for black and white workers. Most southern employers fired their black workers rather than
pay them equal wages, however, leading black people to refer to the NRA as the “Negro
Removal Act.” The work relief programs also discriminated against black people. Both the
Works Projects Administration (WPA) and the Civil Works Administration (CWA) hired
fewer black than white workers, discriminated against them according to skill, and paid black
people less than their white counterparts.

Black people also complained of discrimination within the WPA and the CWA. African
American in Mississippi had hired a secret investigator to travel around the state and study
relief administration. He found that black people had not been hired for skilled jobs, and that
hundreds had been arrested for vagrancy. Further, no CWA projects existed in black
communities to build libraries, parks, and schools. The report also noted that black women
especially suffered: although 25 percent of them were self-supporting, the CWA had made no
provisions for them nor had it created any jobs for them. Most CWA teaching positions in

black schools had gone to white people.
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H# Nan Elizabeth Woodruff, American Congo, The African American Freedom Struggle in
the Delta, The University of North Carolina Press, Chapel Hill, 2003, pp. 152, 155-156.
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