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This introduction seeks to perform two tasks: it provides a roadmap for readers yet to be initiated into the
reparations dialogue and provides fresh insights for those already well versed in it. Reparations are a pro-
gram of acknowledgment, redress, and closure for a grievous injustice. This edition deals with reparations
for black Americans whose ancestors were enslaved in the United States for government policies that allowed
centuries of chattel slavery and legal race discrimination. The articles in this double issue represent the most
up-to-date rigorous social science, policy, and historical research on the topic. This introduction discusses
the world history of reparations efforts and the history of movements for black reparations in the United
States; compares various plans for black American reparations, including various monetary estimation ap-
proaches; and discusses who should pay and what form payments ought to take. It closes by looking toward
the future of the black American reparations movement.
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Slavery in the United States was a brutal, racial-
ized system of forced labor under the constant
threat of physical violence. It incentivized the
rape of black women by white men seeking to
increase their holdings of human property and
led to centuries of absolute white exploitation
of unpaid black labor.

Slavery created the startup capital for the

U.S. economy’s meteoric rise. It therefore indi-
rectly benefits all Americans today, whether
from immigrant or non-immigrant back-
grounds, seeking economic opportunity in the
United States.

Capital accumulated under slavery contin-
ues to grow exponentially because of com-
pound interest. It accrues today to white heirs
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of estates accumulated through slave labor. Yet
the heirs of the black laborers who toiled for
free have been excluded by law from their right-
ful inheritances. This is a present-day injustice
that calls for a present-day remedy.

Tragically, slavery is not the only atrocity vis-
ited on black Americans. Racial violence, lynch-
ing, and so-called (white) race riots followed on
the heels of the abolition of slavery (Craemer
et al. 2023). Post-slavery de jure race discrimina-
tion produced segregation not only the Jim
Crow South but also the New Deal North (Roth-
stein 2017). Most blacks were denied many ben-
efits introduced during the New Deal era that
lifted many whites into the middle class
(Katznelson 2005).

This has had disastrous intergenerational
consequences for black and white wealth: the
majority of white Americans today, 73 percent,
own their own homes and hand them down
from generation to generation but only a mi-
nority of blacks, 44 percent, do the same (Cozzi
2023). Close to 20 percent of blacks bequeath
poverty to the next generation relative to only
about 10 percent of whites (Statista 2023).
White Americans own 85.6 percent of all em-
ployer businesses in the United States, blacks
only 2.5 percent (Cook, Shepard, and Martinez-
White 2022). Twenty-four percent of white
households own stocks, versus a mere 8 per-
cent of black households (Bennett and Chien
2022)

Reparations increasingly has been posi-
tioned as a solution to these grave historical
injustices. In fact, redress has been issued to
many peoples around the world, including the
U.S. government’s compensatory payments to
other Americans. Nonetheless, reparations has
never been paid to black descendants of U.S.
chattel slavery, and reparations for that com-
munity of Americans remains highly contested.

Debates over the suitability of reparations
are not new. Yet black reparations appear to be
especially contentious in the United States.

Race-based slavery only ended in the United
States with a cataclysmic and bloody civil war.
The depreciation of black lives has continued
relentlessly since 1865, and the heated ex-
changes over black reparations are a function
of how black people are devalued in the United
States. American racism that produced the con-
ditions that warrant black reparations is a cen-
tral obstacle to the enactment and execution of
a comprehensive plan for black reparations.

For definitional purposes, we adopt the con-
cept of reparations advanced in William Darity
and Kirsten Mullen’s (2020, 2) study From Here
to Equality: Reparations for Black Americans in
the Twenty-First Century, “Reparations are a
program of acknowledgment, redress, and clo-
sure for a grievous injustice.” Acknowledgment
constitutes the admission by the culpable party
or their successors of responsibility for the
harms inflicted on victims or their heirs, cou-
pled with a declared commitment to undertake
redress. Redress is the act of restitution, the
specific steps taken by the culpable party or
their successors to provide compensation for
damages to the victims or their heirs. Closure
is the settling of accounts, a mutual agreement
(without coercion) between the two parties that
the debt has been met. Thereafter, the victim-
ized community will make no further claims on
the culpable party or their successors unless
the atrocities are renewed or entirely new atroc-
ities occur (Darity and Mullen 2020, 2-4).!

From the perspective of the specific case for
reparations for black Americans whose ances-
tors were enslaved in the United States, the
claim for redress is predicated on harms rooted
in national policies from the formation of the
republic to the present day. The most obvious
of these is the regime of chattel slavery fol-
lowed by nearly a century of legal race discrim-
ination, or American apartheid.

After the official end of American apartheid
with the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964,
the succeeding sixty years have witnessed mass

1. International law provides a definition of reparations based upon five principles: “restitution, compensation,
rehabilitation, satisfaction, and guarantees of non-repetition” (Medicins San Frontieres 2023). Restitution, com-
pensation, and rehabilitation all fall under the category of redress in the Darity and Mullen definition. Satisfaction
and guarantees of non-repetition mesh with their condition of closure. However, international law does not in-
clude the first category in Darity and Mullen’s ARC (acknowledgment, redress, and closure) formulation—ac-

knowledgment.
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incarceration, ongoing police killings of un-
armed blacks, continued discrimination in
housing, employment, and credit markers, and
a persistent markdown on the value of black
lives (Darity and Mullen 2020, 5-6).

The articles in this issue of RSF: The Russell
Sage Foundation Journal of the Social Sciences
bring together the most up-to-date, rigorous
social sciences, policy, and historical research
on the full range of developments and issues
with respect to the case for reparations for
black Americans.

In this introduction, the team of editors
seeks to perform two tasks simultaneously,
provide a roadmap to the issues at stake for
those interested readers yet to be initiated into
the reparations dialogue and provide useful
fresh insights for those already well versed in
the conversation. Our discussion moves from
the past to the present and from the global to
the local.

For context, the first section of this article
explores the world history of reparations ef-
forts. The second turns to the record of move-
ments for black reparations in the United
States. The third provides a comparative exam-
ination of various plans for black American rep-
arations. The fourth examines various ap-
proaches toward determination of eligibility
standards for black reparations, the monetary
amounts for black reparations, who should pay,
and what form payments ought to take. The
fifth and final section looks toward the future
of the black American reparations movement.

A BRIEF GLOBAL HISTORY

OF REPARATIONS

Black people in the United States sought repa-
rations during slavery and have been fighting
for them, at least, since the Civil War. Today’s
activism around reparations is not a new cause.
Enslaved people were the first advocates for re-
dress. They knew from direct experience the
injustices imposed on them, and they under-
stood the toll on their physical, emotional, and
familial lives. They grasped the devastating im-
pact on their financial futures and the financial
futures of their progeny. They fully recognized
and understood the dichotomy between their
personhood and being subjected to commodi-
fication: their humanity became a backdrop

against the monetization of the bodies and
theft of their labor for the enrichment of oth-
ers.

Contemporary debates on reparations can
be informed by international evidence of other
groups who sought and received redress for col-
lective victimization. Apart from many cases in
which defeated nations or peoples were made
to pay tribute to the victors, those most relevant
to the black American claim involve payments
made to victims of atrocities. Those payments
have been made either by the perpetrators or
their successors or by a third party choosing to
take responsibility for the act of compensation.
One of the most noteworthy instances of this
type involved Germany making payments to
the victims of the Holocaust and the state of
Israel.

On September 10, 1952, Israel and Germany
signed a treaty (informally known as the Lux-
embourg Agreements) acknowledging “un-
speakable criminal acts . . . perpetrated against
the Jewish people during the National-Socialist
régime of terror.” In Article 1 of this agreement,
Germany agreed to pay 3 billion deutsche
marks to Holocaust victims. They added an-
other $1.4 billion to living survivors at the sev-
entieth anniversary of this agreement in Sep-
tember 2022. This brought Germany’s “total
compensation to more than 80 billion euros,”
making it “the first time a defeated power paid
compensation to civilians for wartime losses
and suffering” (Grieshaber 2022).

Over the course of more than seventy years,
not only have the direct victims who survived
the Nazi’s extermination plan received com-
pensation but so have their heirs and descen-
dants. Financial compensation to the victims
also has been accompanied by resources de-
voted to an educational campaign to ensure
that this history is recorded, taught, and never
forgotten; some of the funds support Holo-
caust education at museums and cultural cen-
ters worldwide.

Holding Germany accountable via interna-
tional treaties is just one form of restitution.
Yet it appears that even countries who were not
the perpetrators of genocidal acts participated
in holding Germany accountable. The United
States, in particular, has actively supported
compensation for Holocaust survivors and also
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led efforts, since World War II, to return and
protect cultural relics and memorabilia.

In 2009, for example, the U.S. Department of
State partnered with the prime minister of the
Czech Republic and forty-four other European
states and issued the Terezin Declaration on
Holocaust Era Assets and Related Issues
through the State Department’s Office of the
Special Envoy for Holocaust Issues. The pur-
pose of this act is to support and protect “ad-
vanced age” survivors of the Holocaust, to “re-
spect their personal dignity,” to “rectify the
consequences of wrongful property seizures,”
and to “develop measures to combat anti-
Semitism” (U.S. Department of State 2009).

The declaration included special measures
to preserve Jewish cultural property by making
sure that “appropriate materials [are] available
to scholars,” such as archival documents and
other ephemera. The expectation to maintain
these records at repositories, museums, and
cultural societies was an important part of this
declaration, along with the encouragement that
states create “annual ceremonies of remem-
brance and commemoration” (U.S. Department
of State 2009). American participation in the
World Jewish Restitution Organization confer-
ences clearly outline decades of support for Ho-
locaust survivors and their heirs (WJRO 2020).

In part to reward Native Americans for their
contribution to the war effort after World War
II, Congress set up the Indian Claims Commis-
sion in 1946 to hear “Indian claims for any
lands stolen from them since the creation of
the USA in 1776” (Boxer 2009). However, actual
reparations payments have been exceedingly
modest. For example, according to CNN (2012),
“In 2012, the United States finalized a $3.4 bil-
lion settlement with American Indians for mis-
management of their land and resources,” and
according to Rebecca Hersher (2016), in 2016,
“The U.S. government . . . agreed to pay a total
of $492 million to 17 American Indian tribes for
mismanaging natural resources and other
tribal assets.”

A resolution by the National Congress of
American Indians (NCAI 2019) that urges Con-
gress to authorize reparations for American In-
dians and Alaska Natives acknowledges that
“various efforts have been made to settle Amer-
ican Indian and Alaska Native claims,” but ar-

gues “those efforts have been woefully inade-
quate.” Native American reparations claims are
particularly relevant to black reparations in the
United States; in both cases, the historical in-
justices to be addressed reach back from the
present to the founding of the nation.

A more recent example of federal repara-
tions in the United States is the Civil Liberties
Act 0f 1988. The U.S. government made $20,000
payments to Japanese Americans who had been
compelled to undergo mass incarceration dur-
ing World War II (National Archives 2017).
Through this act, the Civil Rights Division of
the Department of Justice established the Of-
fice of Redress Administration, which oversaw,
acknowledged, apologized for, and offered res-
titution for, as specified in the Civil Liberties
Act, the “injustices of the evacuation, reloca-
tion and internment of Japanese Americans
during World War I1.”

Ayet more recent example of federal repara-
tions provided by the United States is compen-
sation to Marshall Islanders for sixty-seven U.S.
nuclear bomb tests there from 1946 to 1958
(Brunnstrom and Martina 2023). According to
the U.S. Department of the Interior (2007), Mar-
shall Islands Nuclear Testing Compensation
consisted of “a total of $1.5 billion in assistance
from 2004 through 2023.”

Unlike the Japanese American or Marshall
Islands examples, where the United States was
blatantly culpable, there have been several in-
stances where the national government paid
reparations to victims when the U.S. govern-
ment was not the perpetrator. These include
the federal government’s payments to families
who lost loved ones during the September 11,
2001, terrorist attacks and $4.4 million pay-
ments to each American citizen held hostage
in Iran from November 4, 1979, to January 20,
1981.

Precedents such as the U.S. reparations to
Japanese American World War II internees,
Marshall Islands nuclear testing compensa-
tion, and many other recent programs are of
limited comparability to black reparations in
the United States. In each of these cases, repa-
rations went primarily, although not exclu-
sively, to direct victims of an atrocity. In con-
trast, Native American reparations are
particularly germane as a precedent for black
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reparations in the United States. Both cases
represent injustices over long periods from the
colonial era to the present.

Outside the United States, reparations have
also become commonplace. For example, the
South African parliament paid reparations to
those who participated in the amnesty hear-
ings sponsored by the Truth and Reconciliation
Commission (Republic of South Africa 1995).2
In an act first issued in 1993, those who suffered
during apartheid or their relatives testified at
public amnesty hearings. Those whose testimo-
nies were confirmed received a (very modest)
payment of US$3,910.

Acts of mass violence committed by other
government regimes including the British dur-
ing the Mau Mau Rebellion (1952-1960), the
Philippines under Fernando Marcos (1965-
1986), and Chile under General Augusto Pino-
chet (1973-1990), resulted in redress measures
years later. In 2013, the British government paid
out £19.9 million to 5,228 Kenyan Mau Mau sur-
vivors. However, many were dissatisfied with
this form of compensation and sued again in
2016, asking also for restitution for false impris-
onment, forced labor, and interruption to their
right to an education. In 2023, Mau Mau veter-
ans continued lobbying for compensation and
demanded substantial additional compensa-
tion. It is not clear whether these demands will
be met, even in part (Miriri and Ross 2023).

However, redress in the Philippines led to
somewhat different results. To “right the
wrongs of the past in the Philippines,” Presi-
dent Benigno Aquino signed a law in 2012 to
provide $224 million in compensation to the
thousands of people who suffered under the
Marcos regime. This new human rights law was
“the first of its kind in Asia.” Additionally, the
law rolled back the Marcos martial law that had
allowed for the practice of abduction of people
“by government security forces.”

More than 1,600 people disappeared during
Marcos’s rule (Desapaericidos, n.d.). Another
thousand have vanished—presumably through
government-sanctioned abductions—since the

end of Marcos’s dictatorship, signifying the
need for the 2012 law to put an end to the legacy
of government engineered disappearances
(BBC 2012, 2013).

The Chilean government modeled its plans
for redress after South Africa and established a
National Commission for Truth and Reconcili-
ation. After hearings and testimonies from
more than thirty-five thousand people, two gov-
ernment commissions (one under Ratl Rettig
and a second under Bishop Sergio Valech), re-
ports confirmed 3,428 “cases of disappearance,
killing, torture, and kidnapping.” Payments
were about US$190 per month, and victims and
their relatives received “free education, hous-
ing, and health benefits” (Associated Press
2004; USIP 1990).

A number of other countries undertook acts
of restitution for human rights violations in-
cluding Algeria’s payments of €310 million to
fifty thousand Harkis, Algerian Muslims who
fought with France during the Algerian war for
independence in 1962 (Al-Awsat 2022), Canada’s
payment of CA$2.8 billion to indigenous stu-
dents forced to attend government funded res-
idential schools (Canadian Press 2023), and Co-
lombia’s payment of US$29 billion to over 7.6
million persons who suffered via state and non-
state violence during its civil war (RRVTS, n.d.).
In the case of Colombia, the reparations pro-
gram will likely grow substantially after the
government pledged in 2023 to pay reparations
to victims of exterminative violence against Pa-
triotic Unity party members in the 1980s and
1990s (Taylor 2023).

Reparations paid to survivors of the German
Holocaust, South African apartheid, or human
rights abuses in Kenya, the Philippines, or
Chile went to survivors relatively soon after the
historical injustice had occurred. This tempo-
ral proximity between harm and attempted re-
dress may make a reparations process appear
more feasible. It should be born in mind, how-
ever, that injustices that Native Americans and
black Americans suffered stretch hundreds of
years into the past. Thus reparations to Native

2. The period of legal segregation in South Africa lasted nearly fifty years, from 1948 to the early 1990s. In this
instance, a regime change took place with a post-apartheid government established by a new constitution that
took effect in 1997. Such a change does not absolve the new regime from accounting for the damages wreaked

by its predecessor.
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Americans may serve as a direct precedent for
black reparations.

Is it, then, that reparations for slavery lack
apparent feasibility, perhaps because the num-
bers of victims (the enslaved Africans and their
black descendants) are simply too numerous?
Historical precedent suggests that this is not
the case. In at least forty-four countries or ter-
ritories, including the United States, repara-
tions for slavery have been paid as a matter of
course, based on the number of the enslaved.
Disconcertingly, however, in virtually all cases
where slavery reparations have been paid, the
compensation went to the former enslavers for
the loss of their property, not to the formerly
enslaved.’? That reparations have been forth-
coming to any group of recipients except most
of the black descendants of the enslaved any-
where in the world (the United States, the Ca-
ribbean, Latin America) suggests that racial
considerations rather than questions of feasi-
bility may explain the reluctance.*

The global context indicates the black Amer-
ican quest for redress, in principle, is neither
unique nor exceptional.

A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE BLACK
REPARATIONS MOVEMENT

IN THE UNITED STATES

The first claims made by blacks in the United
States took the form of lawsuits and involved
persons who sued for freedom, not necessarily
suing for compensation (reparations) for slav-
ery. Although some enslaved people sought

freedom, others wanted both liberty and com-
pensation. For example, Elizabeth Freeman
(Mum Bet) filed a lawsuit for freedom in 1781
and won (Jones 2021). She did not seek mone-
tary compensation.

However, eighteenth-century evidence at-
tests to persons suing for both. Quock Walker
(Spector 1968) filed a lawsuit in 1781 seeking
both freedom and financial compensation for
damages. Ten years later, in 1791, Nelly
Mumpherd submitted a deposition in New
York City to protect her freedom after a man
named Henry Hurt tried to assault her. Hurt
took money and Mumpherd’s freedom papers,
and she knew too well the value of those pa-
pers. In defense of herself, Mumpherd brought
Hurt to court. She won the case, protected her
freedom, and received compensation for dam-
ages (Jones 2021).

Another black woman, this time an enslaved
woman named Belinda Sutton (Royall House
and Slave Quarters, n.d.) took her former en-
slaver Isaac Royall to court in 1783. After Royall,
a British loyalist, fled to England, Sutton was
left free but penniless. Decades after being
brought to the United States, Sutton sued the
state of Massachusetts for pensions for herself
and her two children—and won (Berry and
Gross 2020).

Perhaps the most successful effort to ac-
quire personal restitution is represented by the
legal case brought forward in 1870 by Henrietta
Wood. Wood was a free black woman living in
Ohio in 1853 when she was kidnapped by Zebu-

3. One notable exception is land provided to formerly enslaved blacks by Native American tribes who were allied
with the Confederacy during the Civil War: Cherokees, Choctaws, Chickasaws, Muscogees (formerly called
Creeks), and Seminoles. After the war, the U.S. federal government insisted that they provide land to their freed-
men and freedwomen at the very same time that same federal government denied land to its own freedmen and
freedwomen (Wikipedia 2022).

4. Reparations to enslavers, not to the enslaved, were paid by Haiti, Guadeloupe, Martinique, and French Guiana
(Beauvois 2017, 5); Chile (Aurora de Chile, n.d.), Argentina (Coria 1997), Gran Colombia (Colombia, Venezuela,
Ecuador, and Panama; Colombia Aprende 2007; Free Womb Project, n.d.b; Fundacion Polar 2007; Patifio 2007),
Peru (Valdez and Villamonte 2006), Costa Rica (Tico Times 2004), Uruguay (Presidency of Uruguay 2006),
Bolivia (Free Womb Project, n.d.a), Mexico (Weltman-Cisneros 2012), Paraguay (Francois 1999, 777), Cuba, and
Puerto Rico; Jamaica, Trinidad and Tobago, Guyana, Belize, Bahamas, Barbados, Saint Lucia, Grenada, St.
Vincent and Grenadines, Antigua and Barbuda, Dominica, Saint Kitts and Nevis, the Cayman Islands, Turks and
Caicos, the British Virgin Islands, Anguilla, and Montserrat; Suriname, Curacao, Aruba, Sint Marten, Caribbean
Netherlands; Saint Barthélemy; the U.S. Virgin Islands; the United States, in many northern states and in Wash-
ington, D.C.; and Brazil (Beauvois 2017, 5). In none of these forty-four countries or territories have reparations
ever been paid to the black enslaved or to their rightful heirs.
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lon Ward, sold into slavery, and held captive by
Mississippi slaveholder Gerard Brandon until
after the end of the Civil War. She sued her kid-
napper for damages. In 1878, eight years after
she filed the suit, the case finally went to trial.
An all-male, all-white jury returned a decision
in Wood’s favor with the largest settlement for
enslavement to that date, $2,500. Still, Woods
actually had sued Ward for $20,000 in damages,
nearly ten times the amount she eventually was
awarded (McDaniel 2019).

Giuliana Perrone (2024, this volume, issue
2) provides multiple examples of lawsuits in-
volving enslaved persons who were freed
through the wills of their deceased enslavers
and often granted land or other assets. Never-
theless, they typically had to fight for their
freedom and assets after relatives of the de-
ceased contested the wills. Owner manumis-
sion seems to have been infrequent, and
owner manumission coupled with some form
of bequest even more rare. However, Perrone
conceptualizes the bequests as voluntary rep-
arations from enslavers and a deeper under-
standing of this form of atonement might lend
support to contemporary calls for reparations.

All of these instances involve individual
claims for restitution; they were not class ac-
tion suits. More than two hundred years later,
Deadria Farmer-Paellmann brought lawsuits
against FleetBoston (now merged with Bank of
America), Aetna, and New York Life for their
history of complicity with slavery and slave-
holding on behalf of a class of plaintiffs that
included “millions of African-American slave
descendants.”?

Farmer-Paellman’s lawsuits failed, as have
all lawsuits on behalf of black American de-
scendants of the enslaved. In rejecting these
claims, judges have either invoked the princi-
ple of sovereign immunity or violation of stat-
utes of limitations. Furthermore, when charges
of complicity with slavery, including the buying
and selling of human beings, are brought
against private organizations or institutions,
they are insulated to a degree by the fact their
actions, at the time, were perfectly legal. This

is without doubt immoral but legal under the
laws of the land.

The first, and most significant, class action
lawsuit directed at the federal government was
brought by attorney Cornelius J. Jones in 1915
on behalf of the National Ex-Slave Mutual Re-
lief, Bounty and Pension Association of the
United States of America (MRB&PA). The
MRB&PA was an organization pursuing restitu-
tion for the formerly enslaved founded by Isa-
iah Dickerson and Callie House, the latter the
most important figure in the late nineteenth-
and early twentieth-century black reparations
movement.

The lawsuit sought damages in the amount
of $68 million, the value of cotton taxes col-
lected by the U.S. government between 1862
and 1868, an amount Jones argued was due to
“the appellants because the cotton had been
produced by them and their ancestors as a re-
sult of their ‘involuntary servitude.”® Faced
with determined and vicious opposition from
the national government directed with special
ferocity at House, the lawsuit failed with the
Supreme Court confirming the Court of Ap-
peals of the District of Columbia’s decision to
deny on grounds of sovereign immunity
(Booker Perry 2010).

The judicial route never has been propitious
for collective black reparations.

The first major collective claim for restitu-
tion was embodied in the unfulfilled promise of
forty acres land grants allotted to the freedmen
and freedwomen at the end of the Civil War. As
early as 1775, Thomas Paine suggested land dis-
tribution to the formerly enslaved, perhaps
over-optimistically presuming that slavery
would come to an end with the formation of the
new republic. History confirms that his vision
for land distribution never came to fruition.

Four million enslaved black people obtained
freedom in 1865 and were left to fend for them-
selves. Some described freedom as being
turned out like cattle. Many did not know
where to go or how to negotiate their labor con-
tracts, and economic stability was essential to
their success. “One of the country’s earliest ef-

5. Farmer-Paellmann v. Fleetboston Financial Corp., Civil Action # CV 02 1862, Class Action (E.D.N.Y. March 26,

2002).
6. Johnson v. McAdoo, 45 App. D.C. 440 (1916).
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forts to dramatically alter blacks’ economic
condition” Darity and Mullen (2020, 2) explain,
“was the federal government’s post-Civil War
plan to give at least forty acres of abandoned
and confiscated land as well as a mule to each
formerly enslaved family of four (or ten acres
per person).”

The first phase, outlined in General William
T. Sherman’s Special Field Orders No. 15, allo-
cated 5.3 million acres of land, stretching from
the sea islands of South Carolina to northern
Florida bordered by the St. John’s River, to the
freedmen and freedwomen. But only forty
thousand freed people managed to take resi-
dence on four hundred thousand acres, less
than 10 percent of the land specified in Sher-
man’s order, before being forced off the land
under orders of Lincoln’s successor, Andrew
Johnson (Darity and Mullen 2020, 158-59).

In 1883, on behalf of the all-black, two-
thousand-member Indemnity Party he had
formed, John Wayne Niles petitioned Congress
for land to be distributed to the freedpeople
and their descendants in the western territo-
ries. He successfully generated support from
an Ohio senator, John Sherman, brother of
General Sherman, to present the petition for
slave reparations to the Senate, but subse-
quently the petition was tabled into oblivion
(Darity 2021a).

Prior to the cotton tax lawsuit, Callie House
(Berry 2005) brought forward a petition on be-
half of her chartered MRB&PA for pensions for
those who had been subjected to slavery. Her
organization, founded in 1898, had a member-
ship of three hundred thousand by 1900. Sup-
port was so strong and growing that House,
seen as a threat to established interests par-
ticularly when the MRB&PA sued the federal
government for $68 million, was prosecuted on
trumped-up charges of mail fraud, sending her
to prison, and effectively removing her from
the movement (Booker Perry 2010).

Nevertheless, the movement did not die.
Many of her disciples moved into the various
branches of Marcus Garvey’s Universal Negro
Improvement Association, founded in 1914,
and continued the call for reparations for the
formerly enslaved and their posterity. A charis-
matic and determined Garvey disciple, Queen
Mother Audley Moore, brought a petition to the

United Nations in 1957 seeking land and bil-
lions of dollars from the United States govern-
ment as restitution to the freedpeople and their
descendants (Mullen 2022b; see also Berry
2005, 237; Blain 2019).

At the time, the petition did not succeed—
nor is it apparent that the United Nations had
any leverage to make the United States pay rep-
arations, in the first place—although nearly
sixty years later, the United Nations Working
Group of Experts on Peoples of African Descent
explicitly called for reparations for black Amer-
icans.

Despite her pan-Africanist orientation,
Moore’s focus for reparations was directed at
the U.S. government’s obligation specifically to
those black Americans whose ancestors were
enslaved in the United States. Hence, in 1963,
she formed the Committee for Reparations for
Descendants of U.S. Slaves. This effort evolved
into the founding in 1968 of the Republic of
New Afrika, an organization calling for the for-
mation of a separate nation out of five states of
the old Confederacy, peopled and controlled by
black Americans (Blain 2019).

In 1969, James Forman seized the podium
at New York City’s Riverside Church to issue
the Black Manifesto, which called for white
churches and synagogues to pay “$500 million
... for the crimes religious institutions had
visited upon black Americans in the United
States” (Darity and Mullen 2020, 14; Riverside
Church, n.d.; Berry 2005, 239). Ultimately, do-
nations of $500,000 were forthcoming, only 0.1
percent of the total demanded. The funds were
used to create several institutions, including
Black Star Publications and the Black Eco-
nomic Research Center, that have not sur-
vived.

The U.S. payments of restitution to Japanese
Americans subjected to imprisonment during
World War Il was preceded by a report with rec-
ommendations from the congressionally man-
dated Commission on Wartime Relocation and
Internment of Civilians. After passage of the
Civil Liberties Act of 1988, Rep. John Conyers
(D-Michigan), with persistent pressure from
Detroit-based activist “Reparations Ray” Jen-
kins, introduced legislation, soon to be labeled
H.R. 40 as a nod to the unfulfilled promise of
forty acres land grants, to create a similar com-
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mission to address the matter of black repara-
tions.

Over the next thirty years, the bill’s text was
repeatedly modified by the leadership of two
allied organizations, the National Coalition of
Blacks for Reparations in America (N'COBRA)
and the National African American Reparations
Commission (NAARC).” Curiously, the bill does
not provide for any reparations to descendants
of people enslaved in the United States. It only
calls for the formation of a commission to in-
vestigate reparations, despite the fact that rep-
arations have been studied at length in the ex-
tant literature since the bill was first introduced
(see, among others, America 1990; Darity 2008;
Craemer 2015).

Both organizations, avowedly pan-African,
departed from Queen Mother Audley Moore’s
particular emphasis on U.S. reparations going
to black American descendants of U.S. slavery,
instead seeking a more global, diasporic reach
for compensation coming from the U.S. govern-
ment.

In addition to lobbying for passage of H.R.
40 on the federal level, the reparations move-
ment is presently devoting great attention to
redress projects at the state and local levels. At
the state level, California’s Reparations Task
Force (2023) completed the second segment of
its two-part report in June 2023. The state of Il-
linois now has activated an African Descent-
Citizens Reparations Commission, and New
York’s State Assembly has passed legislation
establishing its own commission. These are
three states out of fifty, none of them located
in the southeastern part of the nation.

A spiraling wave of cities and towns is now
taking steps toward reparations. However, the
total number of municipalities and townships
on this path still is less than 150, a mere 0.1 per-
cent of approximately 20,000 incorporated cit-
ies, towns, and villages across the country. In
this volume, Olivia Reneau (2024, issue 3) de-

tails the nineteen municipalities that have
passed reparations resolutions as of March
2023. Using a mixed-method analysis, Reneau
codes the text of each municipality’s resolution
to pull out themes around sources of injustice
and evidence of disparity and then combines
the coded data with quantitative data about the
municipalities to uncover patterns in the types
of reparations programs different municipali-
ties support.

Also in this volume, Monique Newton and
Matthew Nelsen (2024, issue 3) provide a case
study of the Evanston, Illinois, reparations pro-
gram. Implemented in 2021, Evanston began
providing housing grants of $25,000 for black
residents (up to a total of $10 million) as re-
dress for past discriminatory housing policies.
They explore in depth the tensions and conun-
drums that have arisen with this local initia-
tive.

Prior to the recent surge in local reparations
initiatives, there were three occasions of state
level restitution for antiblack atrocities, the
Rosewood, Florida, massacre of 1923, the clos-
ing of public schools in Prince Edward County,
Virginia, from 1959 to 1964 to avoid desegrega-
tion, and police torture in Chicago in the 1970s
and 1990s.

Indeed, in the case of the Florida legislature
awarding payments to victims of the 1923 Rose-
wood massacre, the lawmakers consciously
avoided using the term reparations. They
agreed “to award direct cash payments to nine
survivors of the event. Descendants of those
survivors also received money, in the form of
small cash sums and college scholarships”
(Luckerson 2020). The Rosewood massacre ap-
parently is the only one of upward of one hun-
dred mass killings of blacks by white mobs be-
tween the Civil War and the 1950s for which any
form of restitution has been made to the vic-
tims or their descendants.

After being ordered to desegregate on May

7. In an opinion piece for Bloomberg, Kirsten Mullen (2022a) details both the structural and substantive weak-
nesses in H.R. 40, arguing that it will not lead to a true reparations program for black American descendants of
U.S. slavery. Going through multiple revisions over the years, largely under the influence of NAARC and N'COBRA,
H.R. 40 originally specified seven commissioners but now specifies fifteen, six of whom “shall be selected from
the major civil society and reparations organizations that have historically championed the cause of reparatory
justice.” Effectively, NAARC and N'COBRA seem to have written themselves into the bill to ensure their repre-

sentation on the commission.
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1, 1959, the school board in Prince Edward
County, Virginia, chose to close public schools
entirely; they were not reopened until 1964.
White students were given a lifeline to private
all-white academies via county tax credits and
state vouchers. Large numbers of black stu-
dents had to discontinue their education alto-
gether (VMHC 2023). In 2005, the Virginia Gen-
eral Assembly finally established a reparations
plan for the black students who were denied
access to schooling:

Combining private donations from billion-
aire John Kluge with state funds, scholarships
were offered to the victims of the shuttered
school system to enable them to pursue
higher education at this much later date. No
compensation was offered for past years of
lost schooling. Nor was compensation offered
to offset the impact of the lost schooling on
the affected students’ long-term prospects for
employment and earnings. (Darity and Mul-
len 2020, 21)

Given that the beneficiaries of this plan were
in their fifties, sixties, and even seventies, by
2005, very few were able to take advantage of
the scholarships for study at state-supported
institutions of higher education or vocational
training.

For almost two decades between the 1970s
and 1990s, Chicago officers under the leader-
ship of Commander Jon Burge tortured 125 per-
sons to extract confessions, many of whom
were not guilty of any crime. In 2015, the city of
Chicago committed to a “$5.5 million repara-
tions package that included a formal apology
from former Chicago Mayor Rahm Emanuel,
financial compensation to survivors and their
families, waived tuition to City Colleges, a
mandatory Chicago Public Schools curriculum
to educate students about police torture under
Burge, and the creation of a permanent, public
memorial” (Jaffe 2020).

The only component of the reparations
package that remains unmet is the erection of
the memorial. Critics of the plan have argued
that it is incomplete because it was not only
police under Burge’s authority who engaged in
torture practices in Chicago. Elizabeth Davies,
Jenn Jackson, and David Knight (2024, this vol-

ume, issue 3) take a deeper dive into the Chi-
cago reparations initiative through interviews
with local advocates as well as reparations re-
cipients.

The notorious Tuskegee syphilis experiment
provides an example of court-recognized repa-
rations. The intentional failure to inform the
black men infected with syphilis of their illness
and the intentional failure to provide them
with treatment, even after effective drugs be-
came available, provided a rationale for repara-
tions persuasive to the courts.

In 1974, the NAACP filed a class action suit
on behalf of the subjects of the horrific experi-
ment, who had not been given the opportunity
to extend informed consent. The favorable de-
cision resulted in a $10 million settlement from
the federal government given that the U.S. Pub-
lic Health Service had conducted the experi-
ment (Edwards, Berdie, and Welburn 2024).

In this volume, Linda Bilmes and Cornell
Brooks (2024, issue 2) highlight, through a tax-
onomy of atrocity and redress, the vast number
of times the U.S. federal government has com-
pensated individuals for harms across multiple
realms, such as environmental damages and
vaccine injuries. They argue that this pattern of
compensation should normalize reparations,
setting precedents that should ease the path for
reparations for black Americans.

REVIEW OF PLANS FOR BLACK
REPARATIONS IN THE UNITED STATES
In this section, we consider major plans put
forward thus far to conduct black reparations
in the United States. Among the many propos-
als for black reparations over the decades, we
identify four that have been developed as rela-
tively detailed and concrete. Any substantive
plan must address at least four considerations:
Who should be eligible to receive black repara-
tions? How much is owed to the eligible recip-
ients? How should compensation be made?
Who is responsible for making compensation?
In the current volume, Kathryn Edwards,
Lisa Berdie, and Jonathan Welburn (2024, issue
2) set the stage for this discussion by present-
ing case studies of past reparations policies
that have succeeded yet fail to offer important
insights into what features should be included
in a reparations policy. A key takeaway from
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their study is that reparations should have a
redress and atonement component to shift the
power dynamics between perpetrator and vic-
tim. A second takeaway is that the design of the
program should be victim led. Finally, the pol-
icy should be a “living” policy, open to adjust-
ment and reevaluation as time goes on. In light
of these lessons, we review four major repara-
tions plans.

The four major plans we review are tRoy
Brooks’s (2004) atonement model, the National
African American Reparations Commission’s
Preliminary 10-Point Program (NAARC 2015),
William Darity and Kirsten Mullen’s (2020) fed-
eral program of black reparations, and the Cal-
ifornia Reparation Task Force’s (2023) propos-
als. The discussion of the plans is organized
under separate subheadings discussing their
differing specific goals, conceptualizations of
providers, eligibility standards, modalities, ad-
ministration of funds, and estimated per-
recipient amounts (see table 1).

Program Goals

According to Roy Brooks (2004), the primary
goal of a reparations plan (see table 1, row 1), is
“atonement from the perpetrator” (140), that
is, a formal apology and some form of compen-
satory action “because they make apologies be-
lievable” (142). In his view, “Racial reconcilia-
tion should be the primary purpose of slave
redress” (141), not necessarily a “preoccupation
with compensation” for the victimized side
(142).

Brooks (2004, 143) says that once a formal
apology and compensation have been ren-
dered, the victimized side may have a civic ob-
ligation to forgive. Thus the Brooks model can
be characterized as primarily perpetrator fo-
cused. In contrast, the other three models fo-
cus primarily on redress for, and the well-being
of the victimized side and would likely be char-
acterized as instantiations of what Brooks crit-

icizes as the “tort model.” Brooks is critical of
the tort model because in his view it is “inca-
pable of generating the one ingredient that I
believe is or should be the sine qua non of slave
redress—namely atonement, and ultimately,
racial reconciliation” (98-99).

In contrast to the focus on the perpetrator
side, the other plans center on the victimized
side. For example, the primary goal of the
NAARC’s Preliminary 10-Point Plan (2015, 1) is
to “repair and heal the damages done to Native
people and Africans” in the United States. Dar-
ity and Mullen’s (2020, 263) plan seeks to close
the national average per capita black-white
wealth gap because they view the racial wealth
gap “as the most robust indicator of the cumu-
lative economic effects of white supremacy in
the United States.”

The 2023 California Reparations Task Force
(CRTF) plan attempts to achieve a similar
victim-centered goal at the state level. However,
although the wealth gap works well as an ag-
gregate indicator of black losses on the federal
level, a specific state’s racial wealth gap may be
influenced by other factors. Hence, the CRTF
tasked an expert team—which included Kaycea
Campbell, Thomas Craemer, William Darity Jr.,
Kirsten Mullen, and the late William Spriggs—
to estimate some losses due to specific racial
injustices for which the State of California was
partially or directly responsible, which then
can be added up, depending on an eligible re-
cipient’s length of residence in California.

Proposed Reparations Providers

All four plans agree that some level of govern-
ment should be the reparations provider rather
than exclusively private individuals or organiza-
tions (table 1, row 2). Three plans view the fed-
eral government as responsible because it al-
lowed slavery to exist prior to the end of the
Civil War. Only the CRTF’s (2023) plan treats a
state government as the responsible provider.®

8. Although NAARC's 10-Point Plan is predicated on the federal government as the payer, NAARC's leadership
has been an aggressive supporter of the local reparations movement (NAARC 2021). In contrast, Darity and
Mullen (2023) say that “this range of initiatives that are being undertaken in a number of municipalities and in
a handful of states are intrinsically incomplete, inconsistent, and inequitable. By incomplete, we mean that these
policies are practices being undertaken by cities and states that are labeled as reparations intrinsically cannot
fulfill the amount that is due. The federal government does have the capacity to meet a bill of $14.3 trillion. We
think that's fully evident as a consequence of what occurred in response to the Great Recession, as well as what
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Although California entered the United
States as a so-called free state, it did tolerate
the practice of slavery in the state by Southern
immigrant enslavers, and it was actively com-
plicit in various forms of post-slavery de jure
racial discrimination.

Eligibility Standards

The plans differ in terms of whom they deem
eligible for black reparations (see table 1, row
3). Brooks (2004) conceptually equates the de-
mographic category of black Americans with
descendants of enslaved people. This leaves
the door open for blacks descended from peo-
ple enslaved elsewhere to demand reparations
from the U.S. government. Furthermore, with-
out providing an independent standard for de-
termination of who is black, exclusive reliance
on a standard linking a current claimant to an
enslaved ancestor also leaves the door open
for persons living as white today to make a
claim.

The NAARC (2015) plan extends this defini-
tion to all people of African descent, including
immigrants who voluntarily entered the United
States after African immigration was legalized
in 1965.° Again, presumably, persons living as
white in the present who can document African
ancestry also would be eligible, further distanc-
ing the eligibility standard from a specific com-
munity of eligibility consisting of black Ameri-

cans whose ancestors were enslaved in the
United States.

Because the Immigration Act of 1965 gave
priority to professionals and other individuals
with specialized skills, it selectively enabled Af-
ricans of elevated socioeconomic status to im-
migrate to the United States. Among these may
be, at least theoretically, some descendants of
the African slave traders who sold the ancestors
of many black Americans into New World slav-
ery.

Ruling out these possibilities, the Darity and
Mullen (Darity and Frank 2003, 327; Darity and
Mullen 2020, 258) plan sets two eligibility crite-
ria, a lineage standard and an identity stan-
dard. The lineage standard has it an individual
must establish they have at least one ancestor
who was enslaved in the United States of Amer-
ica.

The identity standard states that an individ-
ual must establish that they self-identified on
an official document as black, Negro, African
American, or Afro American for twelve years be-
fore the enactment of a reparations plan or a
commission to study reparations. In sum, on
these criteria, eligible recipients for repara-
tions will be black Americans whose ancestors
were enslaved in the United States. The second
condition rules out people abruptly adopting a
black identity simply to gain reparations’ ben-
efits.”®

occurred in response to the pandemic. The federal government amassed significant amounts of funds for ex-
penditure purposes to deal with each of those crises without having any significant change in the level of taxes
that people were incurring. So the federal government can do it, but states and localities cannot. Their total
combined budgets at the present moment come to something less than $5 trillion. [One] bill that we've outlined
is at least $14.3 trillion. So that's the incompleteness dimension. The inconsistency arises because these various
state and local initiatives are uncoordinated, and they are not interwoven [n]or integrated with one another. ...
there's not a necessary degree of compatibility between them. And then finally, they're inequitable because they
are not uniform. . . . eligible recipients in different communities are going to receive different types of restitution.
If we indeed want to call it that. .. in fact, we would argue that these local and state initiatives are something
that could have value from the standpoint of reducing the impact of the various harms that have taken place.
But they do not have the capacity to essentially provide adequate compensation for the magnitude of the range
of harms that have been inflicted on the victimized community” (emphasis added).

9. Even more extreme, philosopher Olafémi Taiwo (2022) wants to absorb the black American claim for repara-
tions into a global claim for diasporic justice for peoples of African descent for colonialism, linked to the unevenly
distributed hazards of climate change.

10. On May 17,2023, Rep. Cori Bush (D-Mo.) introduced a congressional resolution, the Reparations Now Reso-
lution, shares similar problems (U.S. Congress 2023). Her resolution’s eligibility criteria reads, “the Federal
Government must compensate descendants of enslaved Black people and people of African descent.” Presum-
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Darity and Mullen (2020) urge a focus on
black American descendants of U.S. slavery be-
cause, they argue, this is the community ex-
posed to the long history of atrocities executed
or sanctioned by the U.S. government that pro-
duced current disparities in health, wealth, em-
ployment, political participation, and treat-
ment from the criminal justice system. They
contend that this is the community whose an-
cestors were promised and denied forty acres
land grants with intergenerational ramifica-
tions creating a debt still unpaid. This is the
community that suffered the indignity and ter-
ror of legal segregation in the United States.

Furthermore, fewer than 1 percent of the
U.S. black population voluntarily migrated
here prior to the passage of the civil rights leg-
islation of the 1960s (Berlin 2010). Substantial
post-slavery black in-migration to the United
States only took place after the 1970s. It is im-
portant that the more recent additions to the
nation’s black population came voluntarily to
a nation with a long history of racism, unlike
the ancestors of black Americans, who came in
chains.

The CRTF’s deliberations suggest the eligi-
bility standard they established was intended
to prioritize California descendants of Ameri-
can chattel slavery but also the descendants of
a smaller group of free blacks prior to the abo-
lition of slavery. The exact CRTF (2023, 1) defini-
tion is “African American Descendants of a
Chattel Enslaved Person, or Descendants of a
Free Black Person Living in the United States
Prior to the End of the 19th Century.”" Without
a precise designation of who is African Ameri-
can, the CRTF criteria also open the eligibility
window to persons currently living as white.*

Reparations Modalities

In terms of proposed reparations modalities
(see table 1, row 4), Brooks’s (2004, 157) plan
calls for “a museum of slavery and an atone-
ment trust fund.” The atonement trust fund
would benefit “every newborn black American
child born within a certain period of time—
five, ten, or more years” (Brooks 2004, 159). This
means that not all blacks or descendants of a
person enslaved in the United States would re-
ceive reparations but only some young mem-
bers of that category. Presumably, this would
keep costs relatively low for the federal govern-
ment as reparations provider.

NAARC’s (2015) plan also contains elements
that are free or relatively low cost, such as “a
formal apology,” the establishment of a
“MAAFA/African Holocaust Institute,” for those
who wish it “a right to return to the motherland
to an African nation of their choice,” an “Afri-
can Knowledge Program” funds for black mon-
uments, and criminal justice reform. Other el-
ements of the plan potentially are costly, such
as “substantial tracts of . .. public land,” “re-
sources to support major Cooperative Enter-
prises,” “Black controlled Health and Wellness
Centers, fully equipped with highly qualified
personnel,” education funds, funding for his-
torically black colleges and universities and
free tuition for students attending them, af-
fordable housing, as well as funds for black
public media.

The Darity and Mullen (2020) plan empha-
sizes the importance of a direct monetary com-
ponent. They state, “While a personal check or
its equivalent need not be the only form in
which the program makes payments, both the
symbolism and the autonomy it conveys will be

ably persons living as white today who could establish they have an enslaved ancestor or African ancestry would
be eligible for reparations. In addition, this standard would include persons who have ancestors enslaved in any

part of the world.

11. The presence of the word or following a comma produces amibiguity whether the phrase “Living in the United
States Prior to the End of the 19th century” applies to “African American Descendants of a Chattel Enslaved
Person.” If it is not interpreted as applying, then the CRTF's criteria for eligibility can include a person whose
ancestors were enslaved somewhere other than the United States.

12. Further complicating matters with respect to the use of African American without definition is that the term

was not used in the laws establishing legal discrimination in the United States. For example, segregation ordi-

nances referred to separation between “whites” and “negros” or “coloreds,” with the latter two terms used inter-
changeably (see Benson 1915; PBS Learning Media for Teachers 2023).
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a key dimension of a black reparations pro-
gram” (265). The ancestors of many black Amer-
icans were deprived of their autonomy through-
out the periods of both slavery and post-slavery
discrimination.

Direct monetary payments would restore
that autonomy to their descendants, albeit not
necessarily in the form of a cash transfer. Dar-
ity and Mullen’s (2020) plan also considers less
liquid forms of money transfer than cash—
transfers having more of an asset character
than a sheer income supplement, such as trust
funds, annuities, or other types of endowments
for all eligible recipients. The key for them is
the eligible recipients must have full discretion
over the use of the funds.

In contrast, the CRTF (2023, 4) plan states
simply, “Ultimately, the Task Force recom-
mends that any reparations program include
the payment of cash or its equivalent.”

Reparations Administration

In terms of administration (see table 1, row 4),
Brooks’s (2004) proposed trust funds, would be
managed by “reputable trust administrators se-
lected by prominent black Americans” (159),
and “help fund recipients make the right
choices in schools and business opportunities”
(161). This restriction smacks of paternalism
and may be motivated by an internalized ac-
ceptance of ancient antiblack stereotypes.

In his expert testimony to the California
Reparations Task Force (California Department
of Justice 2021, 8:39-9:14 min), Brooks stated on
September 23, 2021, “I am not in favor of com-
pensatory reparations because . . . the individ-
ual can take that and go to Las Vegas to gamble
it away. And that gives evidence to Chris Rock’s
famous quip that the only one who is going to
benefit from reparations is Kentucky Fried
Chicken.”

Apart from denying the right of the individ-
ual recipient to do with the funds as they see
fit—in other cases of reparations for members
of victimized communities no restrictions have
been placed on their use of the funds—no evi-
dence supports the view that black Americans
are any more frivolous with their monetary re-
sources than any other group. In fact, the best
evidence available reveals, if anything black
Americans are less profligate with their money

than white Americas, saving as much, if not
more, than their white counterparts (Darity et
al. 2018).

Although not explicitly repeated by NAARC
(2015), similar stereotype-based considerations
may motivate that plan’s insertion of multiple
levels of administrative bureaucracy between
the federal government as provider and eligible
recipients of African descent in the United
States. First would be the establishment of a
“National Reparations Trust Authority . . . com-
prised of a cross-section of credible representa-
tives of reparations, civil rights, human rights,
labor, faith, educational, civic and fraternal or-
ganizations and institutions” (NAARC 2015, 2).
Further, an unelected “Boards of Trustees”
would manage Cooperative Enterprises (5);
there would be an “African American Housing
and Finance Authority” (6); media funds would
be “administered by the National Newspaper
Publishers Association (NNPA) and National
Association of Black Owned Broadcasters (NA-
BOB)” (7); the National Parks Service would re-
ceive funds for monuments (7), and a newly
founded “Black controlled Agency for Return-
ing Citizens” would organize the process by
which released prisoners would be reintegrated
into society as part of criminal justice reform.

No election by eligible recipients to admin-
istrative roles is envisioned in NAARC'’s (2015)
plan. In contrast, the Darity and Mullen (2020,
267) plan holds that “A twelve-member repara-
tions supervisory board will be established,
elected by all those with established eligibility for
the reparations program” (emphasis in the orig-
inal). The CRTF (2023, 2) envisions that the leg-
islature charge a “recommended California
American Freedman Affairs Agency ... with
processing . .. claims and rendering payment
in an efficient and timely manner.”

A related theme that emerges from the re-
search of Newton and Nelsen (2024) and Davies,
Jackson, and Knight (2024) is the importance
of involving the victimized party early in the
design and conceptualization of a redress pro-
gram. In Chicago, early incorporation of vic-
tims’ voices helped shape the reparations pol-
icy to have direct benefits for the victimized
parties, whereas the process in Evanston may
have been coopted by elites in a way that left
the ultimate reparations policy narrowly ap-
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plied to housing and fiscally unattainable for
Evanston’s most economically vulnerable black
families.

How Much Is Owed?

Variance is also quite considerable in proposed
amounts or in whether any estimates are pro-
vided at all (see table 1, row 6). Brooks (2004,
163) writes, “Under the capitalization approach,
it would take $50,000 of investment capital [in
2004 dollars] per eligible worker” to close the
black-white earnings gap. This would represent
roughly $69,647 per eligible recipient in 2020
dollars (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, n.d.).
The NAARC (2015) proposal names no esti-
mates; the Darity and Mullen (Darity, Mullen,
and Slaughter 2022) plan estimates that
$350,000 per eligible black descendant of a per-
son enslaved in the United States will eliminate
the black-white wealth gap.”

The CRTF’s (2023) amount is more difficult
to assess given that it may differ from one eli-
gible recipient to the next based on length of
residence in California. For example, $13,619
would be due per year of residence in California
for health discrimination and $2,352 per year
of residence in California between 1971 and
2020 for overpolicing during the so-called war
on drugs. A lump sum of $145,847 would be due
for housing discrimination and another of
$77,000 for business devaluation. Thus, for an
eligible recipient forty-nine years of age in
2020, this would be $667,331 for health discrim-
ination plus $115,248 for overpolicing plus
$145,847 for housing discrimination plus
$77,000 for business devaluation, roughly
equivalent to $1 million. None of the four plans
has yet been considered by an actual elected
body, but the CRTF (2023) plan is approaching
this test with the California State Assembly per-
haps as early as 2024.

Based on the comparison of the four plans,
a joint plan may be envisioned as follows: with
victim-centered rather than perpetrator-
focused goals—only Brooks’s (2004) plan cen-
tering on the perpetrating side; with the federal
government as the main reparations pro-
vider—only the CRTF (2023) plan being state

level; with eligibility criteria derived from a
combination of Darity and Mullen’s (2020) plan
and the CRTF’s plan, specifically, black descen-
dants of persons enslaved in the United States
or black descendants of free black persons liv-
ing under permanent threat of enslavement in
the United States prior to the abolition of slav-
ery in 1865.

The modalities also could combine Darity
and Mullen’s (2020) and the CRTF’s (2023) rec-
ommendations: a meaningful monetary com-
ponent over which the recipients would have
exclusive decision-making power. In terms
of fund administration, the CRTF’s recom-
mended Freedmen’s and Freedwomen’s Bu-
reau could be reestablished with the leadership
elected by all eligible adult reparations recipi-
ents, as Darity and Mullen’s plan holds. Finally,
in terms of the amounts, closing the current
black-white wealth gap might be a minimum
demand and represent a meaningful downpay-
ment. As the CRTF’s calculations demonstrate,
adding losses from individual atrocities can ex-
ceed that amount because not every black loss
was mirrored by white gain. For example, pain
and suffering from generations of enslave-
ment, race discrimination, and intergenera-
tional poverty had no corresponding white gain
and therefore are not fully captured by the
wealth gap. Further, in the presence of racial
discrimination, black Americans are likely to
have worked harder to achieve the same level
of success as comparable white Americans. Any
additional, compensatory black effort would
have reduced the observed wealth gap below its
full discriminatory level.

LOSSES TO BLACK AMERICANS

FROM U.S. SLAVERY AND THE

RACIAL WEALTH GAP

To complicate matters, some estimates of black
losses due to slavery in the United States alone
(1776-1865) exceed the racial wealth gap. The
most recent Survey of Consumer Finances for
2022 (Aladangady et al. 2023) indicates the aver-
age black-white family wealth gap is $1.15 mil-
lion. Given an average black family size of 3.4
persons and an average white household size

13. The $350,000 estimate is based on data from the 2019 Survey of Consumer Finances (SCF) (Darity 2021b).
As we demonstrate, the estimate based on the 2022 SCF is more than $40,000 higher.
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of three persons, the average per capita wealth
gap by race amounts to $393,519.

Three main estimation methods have been
proposed to estimate losses due to U.S. slavery
alone, the price-based method (Ransom and
Sutch 1990; Neal 1990; Marketti 1990), the wage-
based method (Craemer 2015; Craemer et al.
2023), and the land-based method (Darity 2008;
Darity and Mullen 2020). They are cautious
measures because they ignore colonial slavery
from 1517, when the Spanish Crown authorized
the importation of enslaved Africans to what is
today Puerto Rico (Asiegbu 2020), to 1775, the
year before the United States declared indepen-
dence from Great Britain.

The price-based method was developed in
the 1990s and documented in the groundbreak-
ing volume edited by Richard America, The
Wealth of Races (Ransom and Sutch 1990; Neal
1990; Marketti 1990). This approach treats the
price of an enslaved person as the market sig-
nal of how much an enslaver expected to gain
from owning that person. However, because
the market price was established through ne-
gotiations between the seller and the buyer of
human property and did not reflect the views
of the enslaved, this price is likely to reflect the
value of slavery only to the enslaver, not to the
enslaved (Berry 2017).

Price-based estimates range from $17.4 bil-
lion (Ransom and Sutch 1990) to $1.4 trillion
(Neal 1990), up to $4.7 trillion (Marketti 1990),
all in 1983 dollars. Further compounded at 6
percent interest, this would represent $141.8
billion, $11.4 trillion, and $38.3 trillion in 2019
dollars respectively. Divided by forty-one mil-
lion black descendants of the enslaved in the
United States (Tamir 2022), this would amount
to $3,458 (Ransom and Sutch 1990), $278,199
(Neal 1990), and $933,953 (Marketti 1990) per
eligible recipient in 2019 dollars.

The wage-based estimation method (Crae-
mer 2015; Craemer et al. 2023) uses U.S. Census
(1975) records about the enslaved population
measured every ten years from 1790 to 1860,
and historical free-labor-market hourly wages
from 1790 ($0.02) to 1860 ($0.08) provided by
Lawrence Officer and Samuel Williamson
(2019). It uses this information to estimate the
enslaved population in each year from 1776 to
1860 and computes the number of hours per

year that were available to enslavers by multi-
plying the annual slave population by twenty-
four hours a day and 365 days a year.

This amount is then multiplied by the tiny
hourly wage rate in each year and compounded
by either 3 percent interest (not making up for
inflation) or 6 percent interest (the interest rate
specified in the sales contract of Georgetown
University when it sold 272 enslaved in 1838 to
save the university from financial ruin). The re-
sulting totals are at 3 percent interest $19.1 tril-
lion in 2019 dollars, and at 6 percent interest
$6.6 quadrillion. The corresponding per recipi-
ent payments would be $465,854 or $161 million
in 2019 dollars respectively. This computational
example illustrates the central role the interest
rate plays in estimating losses over such long
periods.

Alternatively, loss of freedom due to slavery
in the United States can be calculated based on
the reparations Japanese American World War
II internees received in 1988. The Civil Liberties
Act 0f 1988 provided each surviving ex-internee
$20,000 per person and an apology letter from
the U.S. president (National Archives 2017). In-
ternment lasted for three years, from 1942 to
1945, and did not involve slave labor. Hence rep-
arations compensated for lost freedom implic-
itly was a rate of about $0.76 per hour in 1988
dollars.

The purchasing-power equivalent of that
amount can be derived using Morgan Fried-
man’s (2019) inflation calculator, and the total
hours available to enslavers can be multiplied
by the hourly compensation for lost freedom.
At only 3 percent interest, this would yield $35.8
trillion in 2019 dollars, and at 6 percent a stag-
gering $17.4 quadrillion. This would work out
at 3 percent interest to $874,139 per person and
at 6 percent to $424 million per person for black
Americans. What would still be missing is com-
pensation for lost opportunities to accumulate
capital, as well as pain and suffering (Swinton
1990).

The land-based estimation method calcu-
lates the current value of the forty acres (and a
mule) promised to the freedmen and freed-
women. Land as restitution was the basis for
Sojourner Truth’s demand for land redistribu-
tion (Araujo 2019). Businessman Dempsey Tra-
vis developed the proposal for a new Home-
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stead Act in 1970 as a form of reparations based
on the current land value of forty forty-acre
plots (Allen 1998).

Darity (2008, 662) writes, “The unfulfilled
promise of 40 acres per family ... provides a
means to gauge the magnitude of reparations
owed to the descendants of those enslaved.” He
estimates the price of land in 1865 at about $10
per acre (Mittal and Powell 2000) and notes that
“an allocation of 40 acres to a family of four
would imply 10 acres per person, hence a value
of $100 per ex-slave in 1865.”

If we also take the total number of formerly
enslaved persons who were emancipated at the
close of the Civil War at four million persons,
forty million acres of land valued at $400 mil-
lion should have been distributed to them in
1865. Compounding this sum from 1865 at 6
percent interest to 2019 results in $3.156 trillion
in 2019 dollars. However, white settler families
were promised and given four times the
amount, 160 acres, by the Homestead Act of
1862." Thus the raw estimate must be increased
by a factor of four to $12.6 trillion with outlays
of $307,921 for each of the estimated forty-one
million eligible recipients (Tamir 2022).

However, missing from the ledger would be
a host of post-slavery atrocities that could be
put on the register as well: the costs in lives and
property of the one hundred white terrorist
massacres, black excess mortality due to dis-
parities in the healthfulness of living condi-
tions, discrimination in homeownership ac-
cess and home equity, differential access to
quality medical care, employment discrimina-
tion, unequal education, and the sheer indig-
nity of segregation.

Laws and policies, ostensibly in place for the
general social benefit, have been mobilized for
one-sided gains for white Americans. Eminent
domain and predatory tax laws have been used
widely to expropriate black property and trans-
fer it to white ownership and profit, particularly
high-value coastal properties (Kahrl 2016,
2024).

Contract selling schemes produced by the
denial of adequate credit to potential black
homeowners under redlining conditions
served as a mechanism for extraction of black
income by white real estate brokers. More often
than not, the brokers ultimately retained own-
ership of the properties and could resell them
for another round of exploitation (Satter 2010;
Coates 2014). In the aftermath of official redlin-
ing, the federal government’s program of guar-
anteed mortgage support in urban areas under
the auspices of the Department of Housing and
Urban Development was manipulated to pro-
duce sweeping numbers of foreclosures in
black communities (Taylor 2019).

Related to recent federally funded and sanc-
tioned discrimination against black Americans,
Ann Pfau and her colleagues (2024, this vol-
ume, issue 2) embark on an ambitious archives-
based analysis of the financial harms suffered
by tenants and property owners displaced by
local government agencies in the process of
implementing urban renewal programs. These
harms include inadequate reimbursement pay-
ments, lost business and rental income, and
higher post-relocation housing costs. In the
case of homeowners who became tenants, the
authors estimate the present-day market values
of individual properties and compare those es-
timates with the compensation received by dis-
placed occupants. Their project is a roadmap
for other communities looking to document
and remedy the damages caused by urban re-
newal.

One difficulty with the enumeration and
adding up strategy is the lack of sufficient data
to provide a comprehensive calculation for
each category (Darity, Mullen, and Slaughter
2022), particularly for loss of life and property
during the course of mass killings and violent
destruction of black communities. A second
difficulty is the question of whether living de-
scendants merit compensation for atrocities
they did not experience directly, particularly
the atrocity of slavery.

14. Keri Merritt (2016) reports that 1.6 million white families received 160 acres land patents under the Home-
stead Act of 1862, approximately 10 to 12 percent of the U.S. white population by the first two decades of the
twentieth century. In contrast, little more than ten thousand black people received land patents under the short-
lived Southern Homestead Act 1866 and the original Homestead Act, less than 1 percent of the four million

persons emancipated at the end of the Civil War.
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It is justifiable for living descendants to re-
ceive compensation for the intergenerational
impact on their lives of the brutality imposed
on their ancestors. Still, the current value of
land not received by the freedmen and freed-
women does not encompass the full range of
factors generating the contemporary racial
wealth gap. Instead, one can go directly to the
current disparity itself to compute the size of a
reparations bill.

Distributed to every living black American
descendant of an enslaved person in the United
States, this amount should suffice to eliminate
the intergenerational wealth effects of past
atrocities, including the long-term effects of
U.S. slavery. If roughly 85 percent of the na-
tion’s black population of approximately forty-
seven million persons consists of individuals
who have at least one ancestor who was en-
slaved in the United States (Tamir 2022), an es-
timated forty-one million black Americans
would be due about $16.1 trillion.

Elizabeth Wrigley-Field (2024, this volume,
issue 2) argues that the legacy of slavery and
Jim Crow was not just lost income and wealth,
but also lost time in the form of decreased life
expectancies for black Americans. She empiri-
cally estimates the relationship between lifes-
pan and measures of slavery and Jim Crow in-
tensity for black Americans and argues that any
reparations program should account for differ-
ences in lifespan between black and white
Americans.

Wrigley-Field’s (2024) focus on the racial
longevity gap provides an intriguing alternative
to the racial wealth gap as a summary measure
for computation of the size of the reparations
bill. A rough and ready approach to estimation
of the amount due for reparations using her
concept follows: conservatively, use as a bench-
mark $10 million as the value of a statistical
life.””

If the average black lifespan is seventy-one
years, then the average value of a black year of
life will be $140,845. If white longevity runs
seventy-six years, the comparative loss in black
longevity is five years. Five years multiplied by
$140,845 yields a payout per eligible black re-
cipient of $704,255. With an estimated forty-

one million black American descendants of
persons enslaved in the United States, the total
bill will come to about $29 trillion.

Using closing the black-white wealth gap as
the goal post, Asher Dvir-Djerassi (2024, this
volume, issue 3) uses counterfactual historic
simulations to evaluate the ability of race-
neutral baby bonds—wealth endowments be-
stowed at birth and financed through a pro-
gressive wealth tax—to close the wealth gap
over time. Although race-neutral policies are by
definition not reparations, they may be more
politically feasible to enact and, therefore, im-
portant to study.

Dvir-Djerassi’s simulations demonstrate
that race-neutral baby bonds cannot close the
mean racial wealth gap over a reasonable time
scale. They can, however, virtually close the
median racial wealth gap if the wealth endow-
ment is at least $50,000 for the lowest-wealth
children and graduated downward at lower
endowment amounts for higher wealth fami-
lies.

However, Darity and Mullen (2021) argue
that elimination of the mean racial wealth gap
should be the target for any reparations pro-
gram to properly embody the intergenerational
legacy of past atrocities against black Ameri-
cans. As Dvir-Dejrassi (2024) demonstrates,
baby bonds would have to be redesigned to tar-
get equalization of wealth at the national mean
to close the wealth gap under race-neutral ar-
rangements.

HOW TO PAY THE DEBT
Who should be responsible for paying the
debt? Darity and Mullen (2022) argue that only
the federal government has the capacity to
meet the task.

A suitable plan for reparations should have
a payment scheme that is sufficient, at least, to
eliminate the black-white disparity in wealth,
minimize the inflation effect, and minimize
any new immediate or deferred tax burden.
That combination of objectives can only be
achieved by the federal government, particu-
larly because as sovereign currency issuer only
the federal government can spend huge sums
of money without being constrained by tax rev-

15. This figure is actually very conservative (see Consumer Product Safety Commission 2023).
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enue—unlike states and localities. The barrier
to additional federal spending is the inflation
risk, which can be mitigated by spreading the
payments out across several years—no more
than a decade—and by giving recipients, at
least in part, payments in the form of less lig-
uid assets like trust accounts or annuities (Dar-
ity and Mullen 2020, 266-67).

In this volume, Trina Shanks and colleagues
(2024, issue 3) argue that evidence from the
structure of child development accounts shows
that reparations payments can be delivered to
eligible recipients of all ages (not just children)
through structured savings plans with auto-
matic enrollment that promote asset growth
and considerable autonomy for the recipients.
The contribution of their article is to demon-
strate a practical delivery system for cash repa-
rations payments.

The form of reparations that is most appro-
priate is direct payments to eligible recipients,
though not necessarily solely cash transfers.
Ultimately, individual recipients should have
full authority over the use of the funds. This
has been the case for payments to other com-
munities subjected to collective victimization
internationally. Conditions should be no differ-
ent for black American reparations when the
bill finally is paid. Any other route would be
unwarranted paternalism and an insult to the
recipient community.

THE FUTURE

What is the future of black reparations in the
United States? Ultimately, it will have to be de-
cided by legislative bodies, which, in turn, are
heavily influenced by public opinion. Two ar-
ticles in this volume, by Jesse Rhodes and col-
leagues (2024, issue 3) and by Kamri Hudgins
and colleagues (2024, issue 3), investigate pub-
lic opinion toward reparations. Rhodes and
colleagues examine the historic trajectory of
public opinion on reparations and present evi-
dence on contemporary public opinion using
four nationally representative surveys admin-
istered between 2021 and 2023. They find that
in recent polls between 14 percent and 28 per-
cent of white Americans support cash repara-
tions, up from a tiny 4 percent in 2000 (Dawson
and Popoff 2004). There appears to be momen-
tum with regard to the least popular form of

reparations—cash payments (but see Craemer
2009a, 2009b). The political feasibility of repa-
rations programs will depend on how fast the
momentum in favor of reparations can build.
This is notoriously difficult to predict, but ex-
amples such as the relatively sudden public
opinion swing from majority opposition to ma-
jority support for gay marriage suggest that
public opinion can change on a dime.

Once white non-Hispanics cease in a few de-
cades to represent the majority in the U.S. elec-
torate, a federal black reparations program may
become more electorally feasible. This depends
on whether the black reparations movement
manages to build meaningful coalitions with
other historically excluded nonwhite groups for
whom black reparations could serve as a po-
litical precedent.

On the other hand, controlling a majority of
the electorate does not guarantee political
power, as white reparations opponents, who
are still likely to control a disproportionate
share of U.S. resources continue to lobby for
disenfranchising policies (restricting access to
the franchise, gerrymandering, and so on).
Thus a federal program may not become fea-
sible even after white non-Hispanics have be-
come a minority.

Will local and state examples like those in
Detroit, Evanston, and California set the course
for other regions to follow? Rhodes and col-
leagues (2024) contend that “reparations poli-
cies may have considerable prospects in states
and communities where Democrats—backed
by progressive and racially liberal public opin-
ion—are politically dominant.” Will these local
and state initiatives ultimately lead to federal
legislation by example, or will they be treated
as sufficient, removing the need, in many eyes,
for federal action? If federal action is the next
step, then how will public pressure effectively
activate congressional action? We do not have
the answers to these questions, but we can
speculate on a few likely outcomes based on
recent events.

State and local commissions and task forces
on reparations are being formed and empan-
eled; this tendency is not dissipating. In addi-
tion to the local studies addressed in this vol-
ume, the San Francisco Board of Supervisors
recently recommended $5 million payments to
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every eligible black American (Hersher 2016).
This came on the heels of the California Repa-
rations Task Force submitting its report to the
State Assembly.

Additionally, the city of St. Paul, Minnesota,
recently appointed a committee called the St.
Paul Recovery Act Reparations Commission to
examine racial injustices in the city. Once pay-
outs begin, local and state initiatives will find
that they are incapable, singly or collectively, to
meet bills of $29 trillion, or even a “mere” $16.1
trillion. The amounts proposed in San Fran-
cisco and in the California Task Force’s report
appear to be far beyond the ken of either their
respective municipal or state resources.

States and localities may, finally, turn to the
federal government, where they are likely to en-
counter substantial opposition; however, oppo-
sition may be susceptible to accurate informa-
tion, as Hudgins and colleagues (2024) suggest
in this volume. The authors use a representa-
tive survey of Detroiters in 2022 and a nonrep-
resentative national survey administered be-
tween 2020 and 2022 to examine attitudes
toward reparations. They find a link between
an awareness of racial inequality and support
for reparations policies, suggesting that public
education on racial disparities may increase
the feasibility of a reparations program. Thus,
education on existing racial disparities in inter-
generational wealth, income, health, home-
ownership, and education may prove crucial to
effecting a federal black reparations program.

A study undertaken by Michael Kraus and
Chiyei Vinluan (2023) indicates that Asian
American support for black reparations in-
creases when Japanese American exposure to
mass incarceration during World War II and
their subsequent receipt of redress is invoked.
This suggests that education about the record
of restitution directed at one’s group may stim-
ulate greater approval for “reparative economic
justice” for others. Reparations have appeared
prominently in political campaigns over the
last few years, confirming the relevance of this
issue on contemporary national policy plat-
forms. Recent developments provide clues to
future debates and possible outcomes. It is
likely that the fight for reparations will con-
tinue to escalate.

Morally and economically equitable solu-

tions may gather momentum even if they seem
politically and fiscally less than feasible at a
given moment. This was true for the abolition
of slavery at the height of its profitability, and
for the ban of de jure Jim Crow discrimination
as a result of the civil rights movement of the
1960s. Whether black reparations will join
these historical examples remains to be seen.
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