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During a period of rising partisan and racial polarization, how do partisanship, ideology, and racial an-
tagonism influence attitudes toward reparations policies directed at the descendants of slaves? In this arti-
cle, we use a wealth of public opinion data to examine trends in attitudes toward reparations and analyze
the correlates of opposition to reparations proposals. We hypothesize that, given the ascendance over the
past decade of a powerful racial justice movement and ensuing conservative backlash, racial attitudes
should be particularly powerful in determining attitudes toward reparations. Using four original, nationally
representative surveys, we show that negative racial attitudes play a central role in determining opposition
to reparations, with effects that typically rival or exceed those of Republican partisanship or conservative
ideology.
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Marking one hundred years since the Tulsa Black Wall Street of Tulsa, Oklahoma—activists
Massacre of 1921—in which a White suprema-  with the Black Lives Matter (BLM) movement
cist mob murdered as many as three hundred called for reparations for African Americans as
African Americans and destroyed a thriving compensation for past and present racial injus-
economic and cultural center known as the tices." “Why Reparations?” the group asked.
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1. Of course, the call for reparations is not new, and can be traced back to the years immediately following the
Civil War, when African American activists petitioned for land grants for formerly enslaved people (Berry and
Blassingame 1982; Brophy 2006). More recently, numerous scholars, activists, and journalists have made elo-
quent appeals on behalf of reparations (Allen 1998; Fullinwider 2000; Robinson 2000; Feagin 2000; Coates
2014; Darity and Mullen 2020).
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“[Because] Black people in the U.S. have been
forced to grapple with structural discrimina-
tion—experiencing the highest rates of poverty,
unemployment, low wages, health disparities,
incarceration inequities, and so much more.”
“Without reparations,” they continued, “the
structural discrimination that purposely holds
Black people back will continue to thrive . ..
Reparations directly address the legacy of slav-
ery, acts of violence like the Tulsa Massacre,
and decade after decade of discrimination that
we still deal with today” (Black Lives Matter
2021).

Arguments on behalf of reparations have a
rich history in American politics, but in recent
years they have received unprecedented public
attention. The ascendance of the BLM move-
ment during the 2010s, the publication of the
New York Times’ 1619 Project in 2019, and the
massive protests following the horrific murder
of George Floyd in 2020 have forced millions of
Americans to consider what is owed to African
American citizens. In Congress, Democrats
have pressed for legislation that would estab-
lish a national commission to study whether
and how to implement reparations for African
Americans (Kasperowicz 2023). Several local
governments and institutions of higher learn-
ing have instituted reparation policies for
members of their African American communi-
ties; and many others have debated or studied
whether and how to implement reparations
(Germain 2022; Hain and Mulcahy 2023). Argu-
ably, political momentum on behalf of repara-
tions is stronger than it has been in decades, if
ever.

At the same time, however, the case for rep-
arations has been the target of historic politi-
cal, ideological, and racial backlash stemming
from a broader racialized counterreaction to
demands from communities of color for recog-
nition and social justice (Jardina 2019; Miller
2021; Mason, Wronski, and Kane 2021). In Con-
gress, Republicans have repeatedly blocked the
legislation that would establish a panel to study
reparations (Summers 2021). In some in-
stances, Republicans have expressed their op-
position to reparations in frankly racist terms.
For example, speaking at a pro-Trump rally in
October 2022, Republican Senator Tommy Tu-
berville of Alabama exclaimed, “[Democrats]

want crime because they want to take over what
you got. ... They want reparations because
they think the people that do the crime are
owed that. Bullshit, they are not owed that”
(quoted in Kim 2022).

In this intense partisan and racialized envi-
ronment, understanding Americans’ attitudes
toward reparations is of great importance. To-
day, scholars and pundits are expressing con-
cern that extreme partisanship, ideological
polarization, and racial animus are fostering
a “political sectarianism” that is undermining
Americans’ support for democratic norms and
institutions (Finkel et al 2020; Mason 2018;
Lieberman et al. 2019; Bartels 2020). Given that
African Americans experience both contempo-
rary discrimination (Pager and Shepherd 2008;
Alexander 2012; Lett et al. 2021; Williams et al.
2019) and ongoing harms stemming from en-
slavement and Jim Crow (Coates 2014; Williams
2022; Williams, Logan, and Hardy 2021), under-
standing how partisanship, ideology, and racial
attitudes affect attitudes toward reparations
will shed light on the scope of Americans’ com-
mitment to the key democratic proposition, en-
shrined in the Declaration of Independence,
that “all people are created equal.”

In this article, we investigate both historic
and contemporary patterns of mass opinion to-
ward reparations. We first extend the pioneer-
ing work of Craemer (2009a), and trace public
opinion on reparations from 2001 to 2023 in
public opinion polls archived by the Roper Cen-
ter. We find that overall opposition to repara-
tions remains high, with disapproval strongest
among White Americans (Dawson and Popoff
2004). Using more recent polls, we find prelim-
inary evidence that White opponents of repara-
tions ground their disapproval primarily in the
beliefs that African Americans are undeserving
and that achievement of formal racial equality
makes reparations unnecessary.

To further investigate patterns of opposition
to reparations, we turn to an examination of
the determinants of opposition using four na-
tionally representative surveys fielded between
April 2021 and January 2023. We hypothesize
that, given elite opposition to reparations pub-
licly expressed by prominent Republican
elected officials, Republican partisanship and
conservative ideology are likely to be associated
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with increased opposition to reparations
(zaller 1992; Schaffner, MacWilliams, and Nteta
2018; Schaffner 2022). However, given the long
associative history between negative racial at-
titudes and opposition to policies in which Af-
rican Americans are the chief beneficiaries or
advocates, we posit that negative racial atti-
tudes will play the leading role in determining
opposition to reparations (Tesler 2012, 2015; Fil-
indra and Kaplan 2016; Cramer 2020; Jardina
and Piston 2019).

Across our four surveys, we find that nega-
tive racial attitudes have a stronger and more
consistent influence on opposition to repara-
tions than do either partisan identity or ideol-
ogy. Additionally, using data from our Novem-
ber 2022 survey, we show that, among Whites,
negative racial attitudes have a stronger influ-
ence on opposition toward reparations than do
other measures of racial attitudes such as in-
group identification, closeness toward African
Americans, or beliefs about attainment of ra-
cial equality in American society. Given these
realities, overcoming opposition grounded in
negative racial attitudes will likely require a
sustained, mass mobilization of both African
American and allied activists in support of rep-
arations policies.

TRENDS IN ATTITUDES TOWARD
REPARATIONS, 2001-2023

Do Americans support reparations directed at
the descendants of slaves? In answering this
question, we first examine trends in public
opinion toward reparations from 2001 to 2023,
using survey data from the Roper Center’s iPoll
database. The iPoll database is the largest ar-
chive of public opinion survey data, with more
than eight hundred thousand questions and
twenty-three thousand datasets that date back
to the nation’s first surveys in the 1930s. Em-
ploying this unique and comprehensive data-

base, we searched for the terms reparations and
slavery to identify pertinent questions derived
from both probability and nonprobability sur-
veys. Following Thomas Craemer (2009a), we
examine support for reparations in each ques-
tion, while coding for the identity of the pro-
vider of reparations (the United States, the fed-
eral government, or corporations), the intended
recipients (African American descendants of
enslaved people or African Americans in gen-
eral), the modality (cash payments, an apology,
educational support, or other), and whether
the injustice of slavery was mentioned as a ra-
tionale.

Even though differences in question word-
ing make it difficult to make precise compari-
sons across surveys, we can conclude that since
2001, a substantial majority of Americans op-
pose reparations, regardless of the modality,
provider, or the recipient. However, the results
in table 1 also indicate that, consistent with
Craemer’s work, support for reparations is
stronger when corporations are the provider,
African American descendants of enslaved peo-
ple are the targeted recipient, and the modality
is something other than direct cash assistance.

WHY DO WHITES OPPOSE
REPARATIONS? INSIGHTS

ON WHITES' BELIEFS

Next, using three recent polls from the Roper
iPoll database for which full datasets are avail-
able, and combining these with survey data
from the UMass Amherst Poll, we examine dif-
ferences in support for reparations in the form
of cash payments between Whites and African
Americans, respectively, in table 2.

As table 2 shows, differences are very stark
in support for reparations in the form of cash
payments between Whites and African Ameri-
cans in recent years.* Why are so many Whites
resistant to reparations? Both recent ethno-

2. We examined attitudes toward reparations in the form of cash payments because relatively recent survey

questions tended to ask about this form of support.

3. Differences in support among Whites and African Americans between the ABC/WaPo surveys and UMass
Poll surveys are likely attributable to differences in question wordings and response options across the two sets
of studies. In the ABC/WaPo surveys, the survey question is “Do you think the federal government should or
should not pay money to Black Americans whose ancestors were slaves as compensation for that slavery?” To
this, there are only two possible response options: should pay or should not pay. In the UMass Poll surveys, the
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%

%

Date Polling Sponsor or Firm Support Oppose P R M |
3/28/2001 Fox News 11 81 1 1 1 1
1/25/2002 CNN/Gallup 14 81 2 1 1 1
1/25/2002 CNN/Gallup 41 55 3 1 2 1
1/25/2002 CNN/Gallup 43 52 3 1 3 1
1/25/2002 CNN/Gallup 20 74 3 1 1 1
2/8/2002 CNN/Gallup 14 81 2 1 1 1
2/8/2002 CNN/Gallup 43 53 3 1 3 1
2/8/2002 CNN/Gallup 20 74 3 1 1 1
2/8/2002 CNN/Gallup 40 55 3 1 2 1
8/25/2015 CNN/SSRS 25 70 2 1 4 1
8/25/2015 CNN/SSRS 18 77 2 1 1 1
3/2/2016 Fusion/SSRS 50 44 2 2 2 1
3/2/2016 Fusion/SSRS 32 62 2 2 1 1
4/27/2016 WGBH/Marist 24 72 1 2 1 1
4/27/2016 WGBH/Marist 26 68 2 1 1 1
4/27/2016 WGBH/Marist 30 65 3 2 1 1
4/27/2016 WGBH/Marist 37 58 3 1 1 1
4/26/2018 Suffolk 36 45 ? 1 1 1
4/19/2019 Fox News 33 59 1 1 1 0
6/28/2019 Suffolk 39 43 ? 1 1 1
7/15/2019 NPR/PBS 27 62 ? ? ? 1
9/20/2019 Associated Press/NORC 29 68 2 1 1 1
9/20/2019 Associated Press/NORC 46 52 2 ? 2 1
6/17/2020 ABC News/lpsos 26 73 2 1 1 1
7/12/2020 ABC News/Washington Post/LRA 31 63 2 1 1 1
9/9/2020 Carnegie Corporation/PRRI 27 71 2 1 1 1
4/18/2021 ABC News/Washington Post/LRA 28 65 2 1 1 1
10/5/2021 Gallup 47 52 2 ? 2 1

Source: Authors’ tabulation.
Note: P = provider, R = recipient, M = modality, | = injustice; provider 1 = country; provider 2 = govern-
ment; provider 3 = corporations; recipient 1 = African American descendants of slaves; recipient 2 = Af-
rican Americans; modality 1= cash; modality 2 = apology; modality 3 = education; modality 4 = other;

injustice 0 = no injustice mentioned as a reason; injustice 1 = slavery mentioned as a reason; ? =

missing.

graphic research on the perceptions of Whites
(Cramer 2016; Hochschild 2018) and quantita-
tive research on White attitudes toward African
Americans (Kinder and Sears 1981; Schuman
1997; Kinder and Sanders 1996; Tesler 2016) pro-
vide guidance on likely answers to this ques-

tion. Collectively, this work reveals that many
Whites believe that racial inequality is now
largely a thing of the past, and therefore resent
African American demands for policies that
recognize and attempt to ameliorate contem-
porary racial inequities.

survey question is “Do you think the federal government should or should not make cash payments to the de-

scendants of slaves?” The response options are definitely should, probably should, probably should not, and

definitely should not.
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Table 2. Comparison of White and African American Support for Reparations in Recent Surveys

% African

% White American
Date Polling Sponsor/Firm Support Support P R M |
6/17/2020 ABC News/lpsos 14 72 2 1 1 1
7/12/2020 ABC News/WaPo/LSA 16 80 2 1 1 1
4/21/2021 UMass Poll/YouGov 28 86 2 1 1 1
4/18/2021 ABC News/WaPo/LSA 16 65 2 1 1 1
1/5/2023 UMass Poll/YouGov 28 74 2 1 1 1
Source: Authors’ tabulation.
Note: P = provider, R = recipient, M = modality, | = injustice; provider 1 = country; provider 2 = govern-

ment; provider 3 = corporations; recipient 1 = African American descendants of slaves; recipient
2 = African Americans; modality 1= cash; modality 2 = apology; modality 3 = education; modality
4 = other; injustice 0 = no injustice mentioned as a reason; injustice 1 = slavery mentioned as a reason;

? = missing.

To investigate whether similar patterns hold
with respect to reparations, in our January 2023
survey we asked respondents who expressed
opposition to reparations their reasons for do-
ing so. We required respondents to select only
one of several options: providing cash pay-
ments or benefits would be too expensive; de-
scendants of slaves do not deserve cash pay-
ments; African Americans are treated equally
in society today; it is impossible to place a mon-
etary value on the impact of slavery; and it
would be too difficult to administer a repara-
tions program.

Respondents’ reasoning about their opposi-
tion to reparations is revealing. Whites who
take issue with reparations do not do so pri-
marily because of concerns about perceived
costs (selected by only 5 percent of White op-
ponents) or administrative challenges (selected
by 16 percent of White opponents). Instead, the
most popular reason for White opposition is
the belief that African Americans are undeserv-
ing of reparations (chosen by 32 percent of
White opponents). Another 23 percent of White
opponents of reparations base their opposition
in the belief that African Americans are already
treated equally in American society. In short,
our findings are consistent with recent work
that presents denialism of contemporary racial
inequality and resentment of African American
demands as the largest attitudinal obstacles to
ameliorative policies among Whites.

RACIAL POLARIZATION, AFRICAN
AMERICAN ACTIVISM, AND

ATTITUDES TOWARD REPARATIONS
Even though opinion surveys have consistently
found majoritarian opposition to reparations
directed at the descendants of slaves, it re-
mains an open question as to what individual-
level factors best explain opposition. Research
has investigated the influence of socioeco-
nomic precarity on opposition (Reichelmann
and Hunt 2022; Woessner and Kelly-Woessner
2006), as well as how beliefs about the impact
of reparations on race relations informs indi-
viduals’ views (Campo, Mastin, and Frazer
2004; Reichelmann and Hunt 2022). Still other
work has drawn attention to how the order and
wording of survey questions may influence at-
titudes (Dawson and Popoff 2004; Craemer
2009a).

However, most research on attitudes toward
reparations has centered on the influence of
racial identity and racial views in shaping pub-
lic opinions. Michael Dawson and Rovana
Popoff (2004) find evidence not only of a stark
racial divide on the issue of reparations, but
that a host of racial views, most notably skepti-
cism that African Americans are disadvantaged
in American society, are associated with re-
duced support for reparations (see also Maz-
zocco et al 2006; Torpey and Burkett 2010). An-
other important strand of scholarship has
investigated how perceptions of closeness to-
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ward African Americans influence attitudes,
finding that Whites with stronger feelings of
closeness with African Americans—or “self-
other overlap”—are more supportive of repara-
tions (Craemer 2009a, 2009b, 2014). A third
strand of research finds that in-group identity,
specifically pride in one’s own racial identity,
informs individuals’ attitudes on the issue
(Hunt and Reichelmann 2019; Reichelmann
and Hunt 2021; Reichelmann, Roos, and
Hughes 2022).

In keeping with the focus on the impor-
tance of racial perceptions in shaping public
opinion toward reparations, Kamri Hudgins
and colleagues (2024, this issue), using both a
large representative survey of the city of De-
troit alongside a national nonrepresentative
survey, find that controlling for a host of de-
mographic and political factors, Latino, White,
and African American respondents in Detroit
who exhibit a strong awareness of the legacy
of racism in accounting for the socioeconomic
status of African Americans are more likely to
support reparation policies to “counter the im-
pact of slavery and discriminatory policies.” At
the national level, the authors find that percep-
tions of the size of the racial wealth gap as well
as views of governmental responsibility struc-
ture support and opposition to reparations re-
spectively, particularly among White respon-
dents.

Although this research makes important
contributions to our understanding of how as-
sessments of the role of race in society, racial
identification, and perceptions of closeness to
African Americans influence attitudes toward
reparations, it also has limitations. First, many
of these studies rely on nonrepresentative con-
venience samples, samples of single states, or
samples of single localities, limiting their abil-
ity to generalize to the U.S. adult population
(Woessner and Kelly-Woessner 2006; Mazzocco
et al. 2006; Reichelmann and Hunt 2021, 2022;
Reichelmann, Roos, and Hughes 2022; Hudgins
et al. 2024). Second, many of these studies rely
on relatively mature survey data (Dawson and
Popoff 2004; Mazzocco et al. 2006; Craemer
2009a, 2009b, 2014; Torpey and Burkett 2010),
meaning that they are not able to shed light on
how either the dramatic intensification of po-

larization on the basis of partisan identity, ide-
ology, and racial attitudes (Mason 2018; Mason
and Wronski 2018; Finkel et al. 2020) or renewed
attention to the issue of racial inequity (Tesler
2016; Parker 2022) of the past two decades may
influence attitudes toward reparations.

Most important, this research has not
closely examined the impact of negative racial
attitudes on public opinion toward repara-
tions. For decades, scholars of American poli-
tics have explored the impact of negative racial
attitudes in shaping American public opinion,
policy preferences, campaigns, and vote choice
(for reviews, see Cramer 2020; Jardina and Pis-
ton 2019; Stephens-Dougan 2020; Tesler 2016).
Both ethnographic work and quantitative pub-
lic opinion research indicate that many Ameri-
cans, and particularly Whites, perceive that Af-
rican Americans, despite having achieved (what
they view as) formal equality, make unreason-
able demands on government and fail to con-
form to norms of individual responsibility and
hard work (Hochschild 2018; Kinder and Sand-
ers 1996; Cramer 2020). More recent work adds
that many Americans deny that Whites have
privileges in American society and perceive that
racial problems are rare (DeSante and Smith
2020). We build on this work by integrating the
study of attitudes toward reparations into the
broader scholarly investigation of how negative
racial attitudes are eroding support for basic
democratic norms in the United States (Mason
2018; Schaffner, MacWilliams, and Nteta 2018;
Appleby and Federico 2018; Reny, Collingwood,
and Valenzuela 2019; Mason, Wronski, and
Kane 2021; Bartels 2020; Schaffner 2020; New-
man et al. 2021; Nteta et al. 2023).

Scholars have consistently found that nega-
tive racial attitudes structure Americans’, and
in particular, White Americans’ responses to
policies such as affirmative action, criminal
justice reform, and even the payment of college
athletes, policies in which African Americans
are perceived to be the target or the beneficiary
(Gilens 2009; Peffley and Hurwitz 2002; Tesler
2012; Wallsten et al. 2017). According to these
studies, when Whites perceive that the policy
concerns African Americans, this directly
primes White racial attitudes, and these “top
of the head” considerations are brought to bear
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when expressing their opinion (Zaller 1992;
Mendelberg 2001; Tesler 2012, 2016).

The influence of racial attitudes on policies
relating to African Americans—like repara-
tions—is likely to be particularly powerful to-
day. In recent years, the political salience of ra-
cial issues has grown appreciably (Parker 2016,
2022; Jardina 2019). Partisan and ideological
elites have increasingly made racial issues cen-
tral to their electoral campaigns and political
messaging, leading to ever-stronger intercon-
nections between partisan identification, ideol-
ogy, racial attitudes, and policy preferences in
the mass public (Mason 2018; Mason and
Wronski 2018; Finkel et al. 2020; Westwood and
Peterson 2020; Englehardt 2021). For example,
scholars have demonstrated that Barack
Obama’s status as the nation’s first black pres-
ident polarized Americans on the basis of racial
attitudes, fostered the spillover of racial atti-
tudes into ostensibly nonracial domains, and
led many Whites to link “old fashioned” racist
views to their partisan attachments and policy
preferences (Tesler and Sears 2010; Piston 2010;
Tesler 2012; Tesler 2016; Valentino, Neuner, and
Vandenbroek 2018; Jardina and Traugott 2019;
Jardina 2021). Donald Trump, who made im-
plicit and explicit racial appeals central to his
political persona, further exacerbated these
trends (Smith and King 2021). Trump’s racial-
ized presidency helped establish a close rela-
tionship between racial attitudes and public
attitudes toward him, with those with more
negative and resentful attitudes expressing
stronger support (Schaffner, MacWilliams, and
Nteta 2018; Reny, Collingwood, and Valenzuela
2019; Mason, Wronski, and Kane 2021). Trump
also helped normalize racism among Whites,
making prejudiced attitudes and racist behav-
ior more socially acceptable (Schaffner 2020;
Newman et al 2021). However, particularly in
the post-Trump era, other people of color may
express anti-Black racism and opposition to
pro-Black policies, especially when they feel
their social and economic position is threat-
ened (Pérez, Robertson, and Vicuiia 2023).

We argue that the politics of reparations rep-
resents a microcosm of this broader partisan
and racial dynamic. In recent years, African
American activists, organizations, and intellec-
tuals, along with their allies, have engaged in

unprecedented mobilization to highlight the
ongoing reality of racial injustice and thrust
conversations about reparations into the po-
litical spotlight. Most important, the rise of the
BLM movement in the 2010s drew public atten-
tion to the struggle for racial justice to a degree
unprecedented since the 1960s (Dunivin et al.
2022). The horrific murder of George Floyd by
White Minneapolis police officer Derek
Chauvin in May 2020, captured in gruesome
video, spurred what was quite possibly the larg-
est social movement action in U.S. history (Bu-
chanan, Bui, and Patel 2020). The New York
Times’ widely publicized 1619 Project, which
sought to reorient the narrative of American
history around the reverberating impacts of
slavery, also raised attention to the issue of rep-
arations (Hannah-Jones 2021; Silverstein 2021).

However, this wave of antiracist protest and
intellectual advocacy sparked a massive back-
lash among conservative politicians, activists,
and movement organizations, which exploited
simmering resentment toward African Amer-
icans in many sectors of American society
(Cramer 2016; Hochschild 2018). During his
presidency, Trump consistently denied the le-
gitimacy of the BLM movement, calling it a
“symbol of hate” and suggesting that BLM
“race riots” were themselves the cause of vio-
lence (Liptak and Holmes 2020; Bump 2020). In
numerous states, Republicans sought to enact
legislation that would criminalize BLM protest
activity or protect individuals who violently in-
terfered with BLM protests (Quinton 2021).
Similarly, widely circulated claims in conserva-
tive media that 1619 Project-inspired critical
race theory (CRT) curricula were being taught
in American elementary and secondary schools
led to enactment of anti-CRT legislation in doz-
ens of Republican-controlled states (Frey 2022).

Thus we strongly suspect that the question
of whether reparations should be granted to Af-
rican American descendants of enslaved people
has been drawn into the vortex of partisan and
racial polarization that is plaguing contempo-
rary American politics. We expect partisanship,
ideology, and racial attitudes to play important
roles in structuring American opinion toward
reparations with Republicans, conservatives,
and Americans who hold conservative racial
views more likely to express opposition to any
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and all forms of reparations for African Ameri-
cans.

DATA AND METHODS
To test our expectations, we rely on three na-
tionally representative surveys of American
adults fielded by YouGov between April 2021
and January 2023, along with a fourth nation-
ally representative survey fielded as a module
of the 2022 Cooperative Election Study (CES).*
Our first survey was in the field from April 21
through April 23, 2021. The second was fielded
from December 14 through December 20, 2021,
and the third was in the field from January 5
through January 9, 2023. For each of these three
surveys, we interviewed one thousand respon-
dents, and in each survey propensity score
weights were designed to ensure that our sam-
ple was representative of the adult population
with respect to age, gender, race, ethnicity, ed-
ucation, ideology, and region. Our CES module
was in the field from September 29 to Novem-
ber 8, 2022. We interviewed one thousand re-
spondents, and like the other three surveys in
our study, the CES module used propensity
score weights to provide a representative sam-
ple of the adult population. Mindful that peo-
ple of color may express racist attitudes—espe-
cially when they feel that their social position
is under threat (Pérez, Robertson, and Vicuiia
2023)—we conducted the main analyses pre-
sented in this article on all respondents.®

We use several variables to measure opposi-
tion to reparations. First, on the April 2021 and

January 2023 surveys, we asked respondents,
“Do you think the federal government should
or should not make cash payments to the de-
scendants of slaves?” We measured opposition
on a 4-point scale ranging from definitely
should to definitely should not.® To provide fur-
ther insights on public attitudes toward repara-
tions (Campo, Mastin, and Frazer 2004; Crae-
mer 2009a), on the December 2021 survey and
in the 2022 CES module we asked whether the
federal government should or should not pro-
vide various forms of reparations that have
been examined in previous work and have been
proposed in more recent discussions of repara-
tions programs (Craemer 2009a, 2009b; Hunt
and Reichelmann 2019; Reichelmann and Hunt
2022): “make cash payments to the descen-
dants of slaves”; “apologize to the descendants
of slaves”; “provide free college tuition to the
descendants of slaves”; or “provide housing as-
sistance to the descendants of slaves.” Again,
we measured opposition on a 4-point scale
ranging from definitely should to definitely
should not.

Our first main independent variable of inter-
est, strength of partisan identification, was
measured using the traditional 7-point scale
ranging from a strong Democrat to a strong Re-
publican. We measured our second main inde-
pendent variable, the respondent’s ideological
identity, with the standard 5-point scale that
ranges from very liberal to very conservative.

We measured racial attitudes with several
different items.” Our first measure of racial at-

4. Stephen Ansolabehere and Brian Schaffner (2014) show that carefully designed surveys fielded using an
opt-in online panel like that used by YouGov produce estimates that are as accurate as a telephone survey.

5. In online appendix 1 and our discussion of the CES results, we replicated these analyses while limiting our
sample to Whites. We find that the effect of the FIRE Index, our measure of negative racial attitudes, on opposi-
tion to reparations policies among Whites is very strong, typically dwarfing the respective effects of partisanship
or ideology. See https://www.rsfjournal.org/content/10/3/30/tab-supplemental.

6. We note that, because our survey question mentions the federal government as the provider of reparations
and cash payments as the modality, overall opposition may be higher than if we suggested a nongovernmental
provider or a noncash modality (Campo et al 2004; Craemer 2009a); moreover, it is possible that the relationship
between the main independent variables of interest and opposition may be different than if our question word-
ing had mentioned alternative providers or modalities. However, our question wording indicates that the targets
of reparations are the “descendants of slaves,” which, as Craemer (2009a) shows, are a relatively popular re-
cipient group relative to African Americans in general.

7. In modeling the relationship between racial attitudes and opinions toward race-related policies (like repara-
tions) with observational survey data, one potential obstacle to inference is that these may all be manifest indi-
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titudes, available on all four surveys, used
items from the fear, institutionalized racism,
and empathy (FIRE) scale (DeSante and Smith
2020). In our study, we used three items from
the FIRE scale: “White people in the U.S. have
certain advantages because of the color of their
skin”; “Racial problems in the U.S. are rare, iso-
lated situations”; and “I am angry that racism
exists.” Christopher DeSante and Candice
Smith (2020) demonstrate that the first two
statements capture a respondent’s acknowl-
edgment of the existence of racism in the
United States, and that the third statement
measures a respondent’s affective reaction to
the problem of racism in American society. A
scale of these three items is now a very com-
mon measure of racial attitudes in public opin-
ion research in political science (Schaffner et al
2018; Algara and Hale 2019; Algara and Hale
2020; Benegal and Holman 2021; Schaffner
2022; Nteta et al 2023).® On each survey, respon-
dents indicated on a 5-point scale their level of
agreement with each statement. On the April
2021 survey, the items have a scale reliability of
0.74; on the December 2021 survey, they have a
scale reliability of 0.74; on the module of the
2022 CES the scale reliability is 0.71; and on the
January 2023 survey, they have a scale reliability
of 0.67.°

Although the FIRE index is an important
measure of racial attitudes, we also advance re-
search on the relationship between racial atti-
tudes and opposition to reparations by explor-
ing the potential influence of a broader range
of attitudinal and behavioral measures relating
to race (Cramer 2020). Racial resentment, un-

like the FIRE index, has long been used to mea-
sure a respondent’s racial views of African
Americans (Kinder and Sanders 1996; Kinder
and Sears 1981; Tesler 2016). We measure racial
resentment with the following four items:
“Over the past few years, blacks have gotten less
than they deserve”; “It’s really a matter of some
people not trying hard enough; if blacks would
only try harder they could be as well off as
Whites”; “Generations of slavery and discrimi-
nation have created conditions that make it dif-
ficult for blacks to work their way out of the
lower class”; and “Irish, Italian, Jewish and
many other minorities overcame prejudice and
worked their way up. Blacks should do the
same without any special favors.” Respondents
indicated their level of agreement using a
5-point scale (strongly agree to strongly dis-
agree), and the scale reliability is 0.90.

We also examine in the 2022 module of the
CES items that have been found in previous re-
search to predict American opinion, and in par-
ticular White opinion, toward reparations. Fol-
lowing Ashley Reichelmann and her colleagues
(Hunt and Reichelmann 2019; Reichelmann
and Hunt 2021; Reichelmann, Roos, and
Hughes 2022), we included a measure of a re-
spondent’s in-group identification. Our mea-
sure borrows from the work of Ashley Jardina
(2019), and asks respondents the following two
questions: “How important is being (Insert R’s
race) to your identity?” and “How important is
it that (Insert R’s race)s work together to change
laws that are unfair to (Insert R’s race)s?” Re-
sponse options to these questions range from
“Extremely important” to “Not all that impor-

cators of the same underlying (latent) construct. If this is the case, we would expect there to be a strong relation-
ship between racial attitudes and opinions toward reparations; but this relationship would be tautological, rather
than predictive in a meaningful way. In online appendix 2, we undertake an exploratory factor analysis to assess
whether our measures of racial attitudes and our measures of opposition to reparations policies represent the
same latent construct. We find that our measures of racial attitudes load on different factors than do our mea-
sures of opposition to reparations policies and conclude that our models are not tautological.

8. In online appendix 3, we use exploratory factor analysis to assess whether the three variables comprising the
FIRE Index load on a single underlying factor on each of the surveys in our study. We find that they do. Given
that the items also scale reliably, this provides empirical evidence in favor of our approach combining these items
into a single scale.

9. In online appendix 4, we also examine the independent effect of each of the three variables comprising the
FIRE index on opposition to reparations. We find that each of these variables are positive, statistically significant,
and substantively strong predictors of opposition to reparations policies, though across the surveys the item
“Whites Have Advantages” appears to have the largest effect of the three items.
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tant”, and the scale reliability of this index is
0.74.

To capture closeness to African Americans,
a key focus in work by Craemer (2009a, 2009b,
2014), we used a proxy item that measures the
assessment of the closeness of a respondent’s
interactions with racial minorities that asks
White respondents, “How distant or close are
your interactions with people from racial mi-
nority backgrounds?” with response items
ranging from very distant to very close.' Fi-
nally, to measure a respondent’s perception of
the achievement of racial equality, a factor
identified by Dawson and Popoff (2004) as a key
determinant of White opinion on reparations,
we included a proxy measure that asked White
respondents to indicate their level of agree-
ment (measured from strongly agree to strongly
disagree) with the following statement, “The
U.S. has already made the changes necessary to
give all races equal rights.” Because items that
measured a respondent’s assessment of close-
ness with racial minorities were only asked of
White respondents, we restrict our analysis of
the impact of these factors to White respon-
dents in the 2022 CES.

In all our surveys, we also measured the
standard socioeconomic variables of sex, age,
race, income, education, and employment sta-
tus, using the question wordings and response
options employed by the CES. Finally, because

attitudes toward reparations may be influenced
by religious views, we measured respondents’
religiosity with a 6-point indicator of the fre-
quency of church attendance ranging from
never to more than once a week." To ease inter-
pretation of results, all variables were rescaled
to range from 0 to 1. We estimated our statisti-
cal models using ordinary least squares (OLS)
regression.’

RESULTS

We now present the results of our analyses,
starting with models of opposition to cash pay-
ments, and continuing with models of opposi-
tion to various modalities of reparations.

Opposition to Federal Cash Payments

to Descendants of Slaves

How do partisanship, ideology, and racial at-
titudes, respectively, influence public opinion
toward reparations?” Table 3 presents the re-
sults of OLS regression models of opposition
to federal cash payments to descendants of
slaves from our April 2021 and January 2023 sur-
veys, respectively.

The models indicate that Whites (b=0.152,
p<.0011in April 2021; 5=0.086, p <.001 in Janu-
ary 2023) and older Americans (b=0.256,
p<.001in April 2021; b=0.463, p <.001 in Janu-
ary 2023) are consistently more opposed to fed-
eral provision of cash payments, and that more

10. Our measure of closeness to racial minorities is an explicit measure, and is thus quite different from Craemer’s
implicit measure of closeness to African Americans. We discuss the implications of, and possible objections to,
our measure of closeness to racial minorities in online appendix 5.

11. Because the statistical models presented in the article use observational data, there is always the possibility
that coefficient estimates may be attributable in significant part to modeling decisions. To help address this
problem, we used the MRobust program (Young and Holsteen 2017) to assess the impact of one critical model-
ing decision—the inclusion of control variables—on the coefficient estimate for our main variable of interest, the
FIRE Index. The MRobust program allows users to assess the influence of the inclusion of covariates on infer-
ences by estimating every possible model including combinations of the covariates and reporting on how the
inclusion and exclusion of (combinations of) control variables affect the magnitude, direction, and statistical
significance of the main variable of interest. In online appendix 6, we use MRobust to examine the effect of our
inclusion of covariates on each of the models presented in the article. We find convincing evidence that our
preferred estimates of the effect of the FIRE index on opposition to reparations are not unduly biased by our
preferred model specifications.

12.In online appendix 7, we replicate our results using ordered logistic regression instead of OLS regression and
our substantive results do not change.

13.In online appendix 9, we investigate whether patterns of relationships between racial attitudes and opposition
to reparations are similar to patterns of relationships between racial attitudes and other racialized policies.
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Table 3. OLS Regression Models of Opposition to Cash Payments, April 2021 and January 2023

Surveys
April 2021 January 2023
Male -0.00704 -0.0136
(0.0206) (0.0195)
White 0.152%** 0.0862***
(0.0239) (0.0248)
Age 0.256*** 0.463***
(0.0519) (0.0583)
Education -0.0355 0.00470
(0.0403) (0.0324)
Income 0.00820 0.158**
(0.0511) (0.0486)
Employed 0.0278 -0.0183
(0.0223) (0.0236)
Party ID (1 = strong Republican) 0.177%** 0.189***
(0.0463) (0.0405)
Ideology (1 = very conservative) 0.289*** 0.225%**
(0.0574) (0.0499)
Religiosity -0.147*** -0.162***
(0.0332) (0.0332)
FIRE index 0.483*** 0.444%%*
(0.0507) (0.0515)
Constant 0.0676+ -0.00491
(0.0369) (0.0393)
Observations 802 779
R? 0.487 0.479

Source: Authors’ tabulation.
Note: Standard errors in parentheses.
**p<.001;,**p<.01;,*p<.05 +p<.10

religious Americans are consistently less op-
posed (b =-0.147, p <.001 in April 2021; b=-0.162,
p<.001in January 2023)." Additionally, among
respondents to the January 2023 survey, more
affluent Americans express greater opposition
to federal provision of cash payments than do
Americans with lesser means (b =0.158, p <.01).

More to the point, we find that partisanship,
ideology, and especially racial attitudes are
each closely related to opposition to federal
provision of cash payments on both surveys. In
a reflection of partisan polarization on the is-
sue of reparations, we find that Republican par-
tisan identification is statistically (p <.001) and
substantively associated with greater opposi-
tion to federal provision of cash payments on

both surveys (b =.177 and b= 0.189 in April 2021
and January 2023, respectively). Similarly, con-
servative ideology is associated with increased
opposition at the p <.001 level on both surveys.
This is a substantively notable effect: moving
from very liberal to very conservative ideologi-
cal self-identification is associated with a
b=0.289 increase in opposition in April 2021
and a h=0.225 increase in January 2023, hold-
ing the other variables at their mean values.
However, the most striking result from the
models in Table 3 is the very powerful influence
of racial attitudes on opposition to federal rep-
arations. More negative racial attitudes are as-
sociated with increased opposition to federal
provision of cash payments at the <.001 level

14. In online appendix 10, we explore why religiosity appears to be associated with increased support for repara-

tions.
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on both surveys. Moreover, the estimated effect
is very large—with coefficient estimates of
b=0.483 in April 2021 and b =0.444 in January
2023. Notably, the estimated effect of racial at-
titudes on opposition in both models is much
larger than that of either partisanship or ideol-
ogy, pointing to the central role of negative ra-
cial attitudes in determining opposition to rep-
arations in the contemporary era.”

Opposition to Various

Modalities of Reparations

In Table 4 we use data from our December 2021
survey to model opposition to a broader menu
of reparations policies: cash payments, an apol-
ogy for enslavement, free college tuition, and
housing assistance.

The results in Table 4 are generally consis-
tent with those presented in Table 3, indicating
that the patterns in public opinion we have ob-
served are systematic to a wide range of repara-
tions policies, and not just to cash payments.
Whites, older Americans, and those with more
income are consistently and significantly more
opposed to each of these reparations policies;
while those with more education, and more re-
ligious Americans, are consistently and signif-
icantly less opposed to each. More importantly,
we again find that partisanship, ideology, and
racial attitudes are closely associated with op-
position to each of these policies.

Party identification is associated with oppo-
sition to cash payments (b=0.089, p <.05), an
apology (b=0.188, p <.001), free college tuition
(h=0.129, p<.01), and housing assistance
(0.079, p < .10), indicating that Republicans op-
pose each of these policies more strongly than
Democrats. Meanwhile, ideology is associated
with opposition to cash payments (b=10.317,
p<.001), an apology (b=0.189, p <.001), free col-
lege tuition (b =0.306, p <.001), and housing as-
sistance (b=0.244, p <.001). These results indi-
cate that very conservative individuals are

much more opposed to these forms of repara-
tions than are very liberal individuals.

However, these effects are dwarfed by the in-
fluence of racial attitudes. The effect of the
FIRE Index is statistically significant at the
p <.001level in each of the four models, and the
substantive effect of this variable is very large,
ranging from 0.553 to 0.793, holding the other
variables at their mean levels. These findings
provide further support for our view that nega-
tive racial attitudes are central to Americans’
attitudes toward reparations in contemporary
American politics.

Examining the Effects of
Competing Measures
While our results strongly suggest that racial
attitudes, as measured by the FIRE Index, play
a central role in predicting opposition to repa-
rations, it is important to note that these mod-
els do not take into account other racial atti-
tudes that may influence mass opinion on
reparations. To explore the role that alternative
racial attitudes may play in influencing opinion
on reparations, we turn to an analysis of a mod-
ule of the 2022 Cooperative Election Study.
Table 5 replicates the models presented
above while adding the proxies for each of the
three alternative measures of racial attitudes
that have been found to predict opinion on rep-
arations in previous work (recall, however,
that this analysis is limited to Whites). We find
that older Americans express greater opposi-
tion to reparations programs, particularly
those involving an apology (b =.342, p <.05), tu-
ition assistance (b=.202, p <.01), and housing
assistance (b=.216, p <.01). Those with higher
incomes are significantly more likely to oppose
housing assistance (b =.120, p <.05) while those
who have higher levels of educational attain-
ment are more likely to support reparations
aimed at providing housing assistance for the
descendants of slaves (b=-.084, p <.05). In line

15. One possible objection to this inference is that, because the FIRE index includes a battery of items, it may
contain less measurement error and therefore yield larger and more precise estimates than our measures of
party identification and ideological orientation, respectively. To address this issue, in online appendix 4 we re-
estimate the models in table 3, swapping in each of the three component measures of the FIRE index for the full
scale. We find that each of the three components of the FIRE index is a statistically and substantively significant
predictor of opposition to federal provision of cash payments, and that the effect of the item “Whites Have Ad-
vantages” is consistently larger than that of either party identification or ideology.
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Table 4. OLS Regression Models of Opposition to Various Reparations Policies, December 2021 Survey

Opposition
Cash Free College Housing
Payments Apology Tuition Assistance
Male 0.0126 -0.0293 0.00125 -0.0207
(0.0198) (0.0192) (0.0191) (0.0193)
White 0.161%** 0.0762*** 0.129*** 0.146%**
(0.0249) (0.0211) (0.0227) (0.0232)
Age 0.273%** 0.178** 0.256*** 0.303***
(0.0642) (0.0563) (0.0591) (0.0608)
Education -0.0611+ -0.0793* -0.112** -0.0874*
(0.0368) (0.0348) (0.0359) (0.0375)
Income 0.128** 0.110* 0.163*** 0.167***
(0.0449) (0.0475) (0.0450) (0.0457)
Employed -0.0129 0.00458 -0.0312 0.00951
(0.0231) (0.0209) (0.0222) (0.0217)
Party ID (1 = strong Republican) 0.0892* 0.188*** 0.129** 0.0799+
(0.0434) (0.0414) (0.0418) (0.0455)
Ideology (1 = very conservative) 0.317%** 0.189*** 0.306*** 0.244***
(0.0550) (0.0493) (0.0519) (0.0561)
Religiosity -0.0958** -0.0667* -0.0807** -0.0560+
(0.0298) (0.0305) (0.0301) (0.0311)
FIRE index 0.553*** 0.793*** 0.597*** 0.654***
(0.0458) (0.0487) (0.0472) (0.0461)
Constant 0.000597 -0.0817* -0.0143 -0.0531
(0.0410) (0.0388) (0.0390) (0.0400)
Observations 783 783 783 783
R? 0.530 0.591 0.568 0.540

Source: Authors’ tabulation.
Note: Standard errors in parentheses.
***p<.001;**p<.01;*p<.05 +p<.10

with our previous analysis, Republicans, more
so than Democrats, express opposition to cash
payments (b =.179, p <.01), an apology (b=.207,
p <.01), tuition assistance (b=.215, p <.001),
and housing assistance (b =.213, p <.001). Inter-
estingly, unlike our earlier analysis, we find
that neither ideology or religiosity emerges as
a significant determinant of White opinion on
reparations across each type of reparations pol-
icy.

Do racial attitudes remain the strongest pre-
dictor of attitudes toward reparations among
White Americans when controlling for racial
group identification, closeness to people of
color, and perceptions of racial equality? Here,
we find little evidence that in 2022 the strength

of identification with a respondent’s racial
identity plays a role in structuring opinion to-
ward any of the four reparations policies cur-
rently on the agenda. Similarly, we discover that
assessments of the closeness to people of color
do not appear to influence a White respon-
dent’s policy preferences concerning repara-
tions. However, we do find that our proxy that
taps a respondent’s perception of the achieve-
ment of racial equality does consistently pre-
dict opposition to cash payments (b=.253,
p <.001), an apology (b=.205, p <.01), tuition
assistance (b=.277, p<.001), and housing as-
sistance (b=.214, p <.001). Nonetheless, we
again find that the strongest and most consis-
tent predictor of White opinion is negative ra-
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Table 5. OLS Regression Models of Opposition to Reparations Policies Among White Respondents,
2022 Cooperative Election Study
Opposition
Cash
Payments Apology Tuition Housing
Male -0.0421 0.0278 -0.0284 -0.0117
(0.0318) (0.0382) (0.0215) (0.0205)
Age 0.115 0.342* 0.202** 0.216**
(0.0884) (0.139) (0.0612) (0.0698)
Education -0.0651 -0.0287 -0.0468 -0.0841*
(0.0467) (0.0751) (0.0383) (0.0381)
Income 0.0260 0.0298 0.0521 0.120*
(0.0617) (0.0773) (0.0569) (0.0543)
Employed 0.0135 0.0314 -0.0270 -0.0167
(0.0230) (0.0496) (0.0239) (0.0243)
Party ID (1=strong Republican) 0.179** 0.207** 0.215%** 0.213***
(0.0581) (0.0694) (0.0530) (0.0517)
Ideology (1=very conservative) 0.00489 0.125 0.0348 0.0504
(0.0596) (0.0884) (0.0674) (0.0658)
Religiosity 0.00150 -0.0107 0.00519 -0.00765
(0.00682) (0.0124) (0.00637) (0.00693)
FIRE index 0.281*** 0.423*** 0.333*** 0.398***
(0.0677) (0.118) (0.0673) (0.0595)
Group identification index 0.0459 0.0775 0.0532 0.0540
(0.0627) (0.0643) (0.0422) (0.0400)
Closeness to people of color 0.0944 -0.0624 -0.0159 0.00498
(0.123) (0.0904) (0.0402) (0.0464)
Necessary changes on racial equality 0.253*** 0.205** 0.277*** 0.214%**
(0.0510) (0.0788) (0.0547) (0.0450)
Constant 0.308** -0.0958 0.188** 0.183**
(0.106) (0.0963) (0.0623) (0.0653)
Observations 523 523 523 523
R? 0.491 0.499 0.619 0.617

Source: Authors’ tabulation.
Note: Standard errors in parentheses.
***p<.001;*p<.01;*p<.05+p<.10

cial attitudes as measured by the FIRE index.
Whites who hold the most virulent views on
race, relative to Whites who exhibit more ac-
cepting racial attitudes, are more likely to op-
pose cash payments (b=.281, p <.001), an apol-
ogy (b=.423, p <.001), college tuition assistance
(b=.333, p<.001), and housing assistance
(h=.398, p<.001).

To provide further confidence in our argu-

ment that negative racial attitudes drive oppo-
sition to reparations, in online appendix 8 we
replace the FIRE index with the racial resent-
ment scale (Kinder and Sanders 1996).1° Using
this alternative specification, we again find that
negative racial attitudes more powerfully pre-
dict opposition to reparations than do mea-
sures of White identity, racial closeness, or be-
liefs about achievement of racial equality.

16. See online appendix (https://www.rsfjournal.org/content/10/3/30/tab-supplemental).
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DISCUSSION

In this study, we have argued that the subject
of reparations has been pulled into the vortex
of partisan and racial sectarianism that is af-
flicting all areas of contemporary American
politics. Although this conflict has deep parti-
san and racialized roots, the increasing sa-
lience and divisiveness of racialized matters in
American politics makes it likely that attitudes
toward reparations are powerfully influenced
by racial attitudes. Thus, we hypothesized that,
even though Republican partisanship and con-
servative ideology likely increase opposition to
reparations, negative racial attitudes likely
have an even larger impact.

We use four original, nationally representa-
tive surveys of American adults fielded between
April 2021 and January 2023 to investigate the
respective influences of partisanship, ideology,
and racial attitudes on opposition toward repa-
rations. Across the four studies, we find that
though Republican partisanship and conserva-
tive ideology are usually associated with in-
creased opposition to reparations, negative ra-
cial attitudes emerge as the strongest and most
consistent predictor of opposition. Addition-
ally, using data from the 2022 Cooperative Elec-
tion Study, we show that among Whites, nega-
tive racial attitudes exert a more powerful
influence on opposition to reparations than
other kinds of racial attitudes, such as in-group
racial identification, closeness toward African
Americans, or perceptions of the state of racial
equality. We conclude that negative racial atti-
tudes constitute the largest single obstacle to
public support for reparations to African Amer-
icans in American politics.

Our work underscores that the politics of
reparations cannot be separated from the sys-
temic processes of partisan, ideological, and
especially racial attitude polarization that are
currently structuring all aspects of politics in
the United States today. Enactment of federal
reparations thus faces substantial obstacles. In
this context, both the history of civil rights
struggle in the United States and recent Amer-
ican experience suggest that the most promis-
ing—though challenging—path to reparations
involves massive popular mobilization on be-
half of this issue. Previous civil rights mile-
stones such as the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and

the Voting Rights Act of 1965 were accom-
plished in significant part in response to wide-
spread protests by an intensely mobilized Afri-
can American civil rights movement that
gained the sympathy, and sometimes direct
participation, of White Americans (Garrow
1978; Andrews and Gaby 2015). More recently,
research has shown that the BLM movement,
which during its peak in the summer of 2020
gained extensive involvement from sympa-
thetic Whites (Buchanan, Bui, and Patel 2020),
has produced significant changes in public be-
liefs and rhetoric about policing around the na-
tion, as well as changes in police behavior at
the local level (Olzak 2021; Shuman et al 2022;
Campbell 2023).

However, although reparations have played
anotable part in BLM rhetoric, it is yet unclear
whether reparations will move to the center of
the agenda of either major institutional civil
rights groups or of grassroots African American
activists (Smith and King 2021). This is under-
standable given the many crises—from racial-
ized voter suppression to the end of affirmative
action—competing for the attention of civil
rights activists today. Nonetheless, it seems
clear that overcoming the extraordinary parti-
san and racial obstacles facing reparations will
require an unprecedented mobilization of or-
dinary Americans—both African Americans
and their progressive allies.
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