
“A  D A Y  O F  R E C K O N I N G”:
D R E A M S  O F  R E P A R A T I O N S

I’m not bitter, neither am I cruel
But ain’t nobody paid for slavery yet
I may be crazy, but I ain’t no fool.
About my forty acres and my mule. . . .

One hundred years of debt at ten percent
Per year, per forty acres and per mule
Now add that up. . . .

Oscar Brown Jr., “Forty Acres and a Mule,” 1964 

You hear these white people talk about they’ve pulled themselves
up by their own bootstraps. Well they took our boots, no less our
straps, and then after they made us a citizen, honey, what did
they turn around and do? They passed black codes in order to take
from us all the benefits of citizenship.

“Queen Mother” Audley Moore, 1978

The Civil War had barely been settled when Colonel P. H. An-
derson of Big Spring, Tennessee, dispatched a letter to his former
slave, Jourdon, inviting him to return to the Anderson plantation
as a paid laborer. Despite promises of freedom, good treatment,
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and fair wages, Jourdon was more than a little suspicious of the of-
fer. With the help of Lydia Maria Child, a prolific writer, aboli-
tionist, and schoolteacher, he dictated a very powerful letter to his
old master. He began by expressing concern that he and his wife,
Mandy, were

afraid to go back without proof that you were disposed to treat us
justly and kindly; and we have concluded to test your sincerity
by asking you to send us our wages for the time we served you.
This will make us forget and forgive old scores, and rely on your
justice and friendship in the future. I served you faithfully for
thirty-two years, and Mandy twenty years. At twenty-five dollars
a month for me, and two dollars a week for Mandy, our earnings
would amount to eleven thousand six hundred and eighty dol-
lars. Add to this the interest for the time our wages have been
kept back, and deduct what you paid for our clothing, and three
doctor’s visits to me, and pulling a tooth for Mandy, and the bal-
ance will show what we are in justice entitled to. Please send the
money by Adam’s Express, in care of V. Winters, Esq., Dayton,
Ohio. If you fail to pay us for faithful labors in the past, we can
have little faith in your promises in the future. We trust the good
Maker has opened your eyes to the wrongs which you and your
fathers have done to me and my fathers, in making us toil for
you for generations without recompense. Here I draw my wages
every Saturday night; but in Tennessee there was never any pay-
day for the Negroes any more than for the horses and cows.
Surely there will be a day of reckoning for those who defraud the
laborer of his hire.

In answering this letter, please state if there would be any
safety for my Milly and Jane, who are now grown up, and both
good-looking girls. You know how it was with poor Matilda and
Catherine. I would rather stay here and starve—and die, if it
come to that—than have my girls brought to shame by the vio-
lence and wickedness of their young masters. . . .

Say howdy to George Carter, and thank him for taking the
pistol from you when you were shooting at me.



By even the most elementary principles of liberal capitalism,
Jourdon Anderson presents a sound, reasonable case for receiv-
ing compensation for years of unpaid labor. He was the colonel’s
property, to be sure, but the fact that he could write such a letter
and make such a brilliant case distinguishes him from “the horses
and cows” that also served the needs of the plantation without
pay. Indeed, by today’s standards Jourdon is being charitable by
asking only for back wages and interest. He does not make a case
for damages despite the physical and psychological abuse visited
upon his whole family—the rape, the violence, the horrible liv-
ing conditions, the mere fact of bondage. 

My guess is that most of you laughed out loud after reading
Jourdon’s letter and some might have found it incredible. The
colonel probably laughed, too, dismissing his former slave’s re-
quest as absurd. One hundred and thirty-seven years have passed
since the enactment of the Thirteenth Amendment ending slav-
ery in the United States, and most of America is still dismissing
demands for reparations, claiming that the very idea violates the
basic principles of U.S. democracy and laissez-faire capitalism.
As I wrote these words, the U.S. delegation to the historic World
Conference against Racism in Durban, South Africa, walked out,
in part because the conference refused even to discuss the ques-
tion of reparations. Slavery is behind us, we are told, and any pay-
ments to black people would be divisive or an act of discrimina-
tion against white people. Others argue that black people have
already received billions of dollars of aid through welfare and
poverty programs and therefore if there was a debt owed us, it has
been paid many times over. Right-wing critics like Dinesh D’-
Souza go one step further, arguing that the only people deserving
of reparations are the slave masters, and presumably their de-
scendants, since the government “freed” their property without
compensation! Besides denying the basic humanity of the en-
slaved and not accounting for the tremendous wealth the master
class acquired by exploiting unpaid labor, D’Souza’s twisted logic
conveniently ignores the fact that the vast majority of slavehold-
ers committed treason against the United States and were never
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punished. Jourdon’s letter exposes this irony as well: “I thought
the Yankees would have hung you long before this, for harboring
Rebs they found at your house. I suppose they never heard about
your going to Colonel Martin’s to kill the Union soldier that was
left by his company in their stable.”

For African Americans in search of freedom, the question of
reparations was never a laughing matter. And as Jourdon Ander-
son’s letter makes clear, it is a very old issue. Indeed, as early as
1854, a convention of black emigrationists called on the federal
government to provide a “national indemnity” as a “redress of our
grievances for the unparalleled wrongs . . . which we suffered at
the hands of this American people.” Immediately after the war,
Sojourner Truth organized a petition seeking free public land for
former slaves. “America owes to my people some of the divi-
dends,” she argued. “I shall make them understand that there is a
debt to the Negro people which they can never repay. At least,
then, they must make amends.” Bishop Henry McNeil Turner
calculated the debt at some forty billion dollars. For the next cen-
tury and a half, there have been numerous movements intent on
making “amends.” 

Today there are countless proposals for reparations as partial
compensation for slavery and/or postslavery racial discrimina-
tion. The growing support for reparations is partly linked to the
passage of the Civil Liberties Act of 1988 authorizing reparations
payments to Japanese Americans interned during World War II,
and to Congressman John Conyers’s bill, which has been in com-
mittee since it was first introduced in 1989, to create a commis-
sion to study the issue of reparations for black people. And, of
course, there are many precedents. Besides interned Japanese
and Jewish Holocaust victims, the latter having received pay-
ments both from the German state and private corporations, we
can point to the Alaska Claims Settlement of 1971, in which the
United States awarded indigenous Alaskans one billion dollars
and more than forty-four million acres. An even more immediate
and perhaps more relevant example is the Rosewood, Florida,
settlement. In 1995, nine former residents of Rosewood, once an
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all-black town, were awarded $150,000 each as restitution for
property destroyed by white mobs during the 1923 pogrom. Given
the overwhelming destruction and loss of life, these sums were
hardly adequate. Nevertheless, the settlement set a precedent for
all victims of racist violence and exploitation, especially when
they were indirectly sanctioned by the state through legalized
segregation or, in other instances, legalized slavery.

Partly as a result of these precedents and the organizing efforts
of various movements, we have seen a proliferation of books, arti-
cles, and public debates on the issue of reparations based on all
manner of economic calculations, legal loopholes, and a wide
range of political and moral arguments. My purpose is not to
weigh the pros and cons of one proposal against another, or to
come up with my own calculations of what slavery and racial dis-
crimination cost us. Much outstanding work along these lines
has been done by writers such as Robert Allen, Kimberle Cren-
shaw, William Darity Jr., David Swinton, Robert K. Fullin-
winder, Clarence Munford, Melvin Oliver and Thomas Shapiro,
Randall Robinson, and a battery of law professors too numerous
to list here. While I do make a case for reparations, I’m more in-
terested in the historical vision and imagination that has ani-
mated the movement since the days of slavery. Except for among
groups like the National Coalition of Blacks for Reparations in
America (N’COBRA) and the Black Radical Congress (BRC),
such a vision of the future is sorely lacking in most contemporary
arguments for reparations. By looking at the reparations cam-
paign in the United States as a social movement, we discover that
it was never entirely, or even primarily, about money. The de-
mand for reparations was about social justice, reconciliation, re-
constructing the internal life of black America, and eliminating
institutional racism. This is why reparations proposals from black
radical movements focus less on individual payments than on se-
curing funds to build autonomous black institutions, improving
community life, and in some cases establishing a homeland that
will enable African Americans to develop a political economy
geared more toward collective needs than toward accumulation. 
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“ F o r t y  A c r e s  a n d  a  M u l e ”

African-American troops who survived the Civil War had it right:
They were the liberators, their ex-masters the rebels. They be-
lieved that the rebels’ land should be divided up among the folks
who toiled for so many generations without pay. And some of the
ex-slaves did just that, parceling out their former masters’ prop-
erty, staking claims to abandoned plantation lands, preparing to
inherit the earth they had turned into wealth for idle white peo-
ple. There were a few precedents for their expectations. In Janu-
ary 1865, Union General William T. Sherman had issued Special
Field Order 15, designating land along the South Carolina coast
and on the Sea Islands to be distributed among freed people.
Each family was to receive forty acres, and General Sherman
made some army mules and confiscated animals available for
cultivation. The idea, of course, was to make the ex-slaves self-suf-
ficient. Altogether, Sherman was able to settle some 40,000 freed
people on seized lands. Congress followed up two months later
with the first Freedmen’s Bureau Bill, which promised to provide
“every male citizen, whether refugee or freedman,” with “not
more than forty acres of land.” President Andrew Johnson wasn’t
having it: He promptly vetoed Congress’s bill and reversed Gen-
eral Sherman’s order. In 1867, radical Republican leader Thad-
deus Stevens tried again, introducing a resolution in Congress
calling for the enforcement of the Confiscation Act of 1861 to
seize some four hundred million acres of land from the ex-Con-
federate states. One million families of former slaves would have
received forty-acre plots and fifty dollars in cash as start-up
money. Stevens believed that the South should pay an indemnity
for the war, and the seizure of land was part of that payment. It
would have also broken the back of the plantation economy, be-
cause the power and wealth of the planter class depended on the
availability of cheap black labor. But Congress did not support
land seizure. Eventually, under President Johnson, nearly all the
land confiscated from the Confederate plantation owners was re-
stored in exchange for oaths of loyalty. Although the Freedmen’s

“A Day of Reckoning”: Dreams of Reparations 1 1 5



Bureau was created to administer to the needs of black people, it
legally controlled only 0.2 percent of the land in the South, and
not all of it was arable. 

African Americans began the period of Reconstruction land-
less and frustrated, though many remained hopeful that the fed-
eral government would fulfill its promise of land. At mass meet-
ings, in churches, in the privacy of their own homes, they spoke
of their anticipated forty acres not as some kind of gift or handout
but as back payment for slavery. A few Radical Republicans con-
tinued to press for a redistribution of land that could make South-
ern black people self-sufficient and neutralize the power of the
landlord class. Meanwhile, proplanter forces pressured the fed-
eral government to compensate the former slave owners for their
losses. Believe it or not, they succeeded in Washington, D.C. In
1862, Congress passed laws compensating slave owners for freeing
their slaves. The payments were rendered through the Board of
Commissioners for the Emancipation in the District of Colum-
bia. Nine years later, Congress established the Southern Claims
Commission so that Southerners loyal to the Union during the
war might be compensated for their own loss of property. 

In the late nineteenth century, the movement to secure some
kind of restitution for black people was given new life when
William R. Vaughan, a white Democrat from Alabama, launched
a national movement to grant pensions to ex-slaves. Vaughan be-
lieved that such a pension plan not only was just but could also re-
lieve Southern taxpayers from the burden of supporting this rap-
idly aging black population. (Of course, under Jim Crow
Southern blacks were hardly a tax burden; in many cases, the
African-American taxpaying and laboring population carried
more than its share of the burden, to the point of subsidizing pub-
lic services for white people.) Vaughan proposed that ex-slaves age
seventy and older receive an initial payment of $500 and then $15
a month. Those between sixty and seventy years old would receive
$300 and $12 a month, and ex-slaves fifty to sixty years old would
receive $100 and $8 a month. Any freed people younger than fifty
would not receive an initial payment, but a monthly pension of
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$4. Between 1890 and 1903, Vaughan succeeded in getting nine
bills to this effect introduced into the Congress, but none became
law—indeed, none of these bills got past committee.

Vaughan tried to drum up grassroots support for the pension
campaign, publishing a newspaper and launching chapters of
Vaughan’s Ex-Slave Pension Club throughout the country. As
historian Walter B. Hill points out, by 1897 several other organi-
zations came on the scene, challenging Vaughan’s hegemony
over the ex-slave pension movement. A few of these groups
proved to be frauds, intent on stealing from unsuspecting black
people. Individuals would falsely represent themselves as club or-
ganizers or as officers of the U.S. government, and collect fees
and issue certificates that the newly recruited members were told
they needed in order to verify their former status as slaves. The
black people who bought into these phony clubs mailed their bo-
gus certificates to the Pension Bureau for payment only to be told
that the certificates were worthless. Although Vaughan himself
was never indicted for fraud, it is worth noting that by the time his
movement collapsed around 1903, he had earned over one hun-
dred thousand dollars from fees collected.

One of the organizations challenging Vaughan’s clubs was the
Ex-Slave Mutual Relief, Bounty & Pension Association, founded
in 1897 by two African Americans, Reverend Isaiah H. Dickerson
and Mrs. Callie D. House. Their purpose was to petition Con-
gress to pass the Mason Bill—the legislation introduced by Ne-
braska Congressman W. J. Connell at Vaughan’s behest—and
build a broad movement that could provide mutual assistance to
its members. Indeed, it seems as though some of the clubs func-
tioned like mutual benefit associations, reinforcing strong com-
munity bonds and a deep sense of mission. The association char-
tered several chapters throughout the South, holding annual
conventions and mobilizing community support for the pension
bill. The federal government launched an investigation of Dick-
erson and House almost as soon as they started recruiting mem-
bers. In March 1901 Dickerson was imprisoned for “obtaining
money under false pretense” and thirteen years later Callie D.
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House, who now headed the association, was indicted on mail
fraud charges. She ended up pleading guilty, claiming that she
thought the pensions bill had passed and had been sincerely
working to help ex-slaves file claims. House’s defense is entirely
plausible, especially considering the fact that neither she nor
Dickerson made any money. Nevertheless, by 1917 the Ex-Slave
Mutual Relief, Bounty & Pension Association, the last organiza-
tion fighting for pension legislation, and the only one led by
black people, had been thoroughly destroyed.

F r e e  t h e  L a n d ,  R e p a r a t i o n s  N o w !

During the first half of the twentieth century, few African-Ameri-
can movements took up the demand for reparations, though by
then “forty acres and a mule” had become shorthand for broken
promises. The Garvey movement condemned Europe’s seizure
of Africa and its wealth, including its people, as an act of theft, all
of which the UNIA vowed to “reclaim,” but it made no direct re-
quest for reparations. However, explicit demands for some kind of
indemnity picked up steam after World War II, inspired in part by
the creation of the state of Israel and Germany’s reparations to
Holocaust victims, which began in earnest in 1952. All told, Ger-
many paid more than $58 billion. Not surprisingly, territory once
again became a critical issue for some radical black nationalist
groups. Organizations such as the Forty-ninth State Movement
and the African Nationalist (Alajo) Independence-Partition Party
of North America, advocated reparations in the form of land on
which to create a black state. The Alajo Party’s “Declaration of
Self-Determination of the African-American Captive Nation,” is-
sued in January 1963, argued for restitution based on the fact that
the United States “was built with the unrequited slave labor of
our African ancestors.” As restitution, the declaration demanded
that “all land south of the Mason Dixon line where our people
constitute the majority, be partitioned to establish a territory for
Self-Government for the African Nation in the United States.”

One of the pioneers of the post–World War II black reparations
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movement was “Queen Mother” Audley Moore. A major figure
in the history of black radicalism, she started out as a devoted
member of the Garvey movement before joining the CPUSA in
the 1930s, although she had never abandoned black nationalism.
In 1950 she left the CP and founded, among other things, the
Universal Association of Ethiopian Women, which focused at-
tention on welfare, prisoners rights, antilynching, and interracial
rape. She also launched the African-American Party of National
Liberation in 1963, and as we saw in chapter 3, played a major
role mentoring young activists in RAM. By her recollections, she
came to the issue of reparations in 1962 after discovering a clause
in the Methodist Encyclopedia that “considers an enslaved peo-
ple satisfied with their condition if the people do not demand rec-
ompense before 100 years have passed.” As it was the centennial
of the Emancipation Proclamation, she promptly formed the
Reparations Committee of Descendants of U.S. Slaves, Inc., and
issued a demand for federal reparations as partial compensation
for slavery and Jim Crow. Her organization came up with a figure
of five hundred trillion dollars to be spread over the next four gen-
erations, and it made an effort to present its case to President
Kennedy—though Moore got only as far as his secretary.

The crucial point that Moore emphasized in making the de-
mand was that a thoroughly democratic structure needed to be in
place so that ordinary people could decide what to do with the
money. The money was not to be controlled by a “little clique,”
nor was it intended to line the pockets of individuals. It had to be
both substantial and community controlled to enable African
Americans “to put up some steel mills, some industry with the
reparation, to benefit the whole people.” She also wanted to ac-
commodate those who “wanted to take their reparation and go to
Africa.” What she did not want, however, was a “poverty pro-
gram.” She insisted that had the government focused on repara-
tions rather than on a War on Poverty, black people would have
been much better off. Besides being a pittance of what was owed
black people, she complained that the War on Poverty gave the
government and a handful of black elites control over our des-
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tiny. And the very idea that black people were damaged goods in
need of help had dire psychological consequences: “We don’t re-
alize how detrimental it is for us to be under a poverty program.
We, who gave the world civilization, we the wealthiest people on
earth who have been robbed of all of our birthright, our inheri-
tance.”

By the mid- to late 1960s, most black radical movements had ei-
ther adopted some form of reparations claim or at least debated
the issue. The Nation of Islam added a demand to its plan for a
separate state that “our former slave masters”—in the form of the
U.S. government—provide “fertile and minerally rich” land and
fund the territory for the first twenty to twenty-five years, or until
the residents were self-sufficient. The Black Panther Party for
Self-Defense, founded in 1966, included a demand for repara-
tions in its platform. Point 3 stated: “We believe that this racist
government has robbed us and now we are demanding the over-
due debt of forty acres and two mules. Forty acres and two mules
were promised 100 years ago as restitution for slave labor and mass
murder of black people. We will accept payment in currency
which will be distributed to our many communities.” It went on
to argue that German reparations for the Holocaust set a prece-
dent, especially since the “American racist has taken part in the
slaughter of over fifty million Black people.” The Panthers never
came up with a figure or a plan, just the principle that black peo-
ple deserved reparations.

The “Black Manifesto,” issued in spring 1969, was the first sys-
tematic, fully elaborated plan for reparations to emerge from the
black freedom movement. The document came about when
James Forman, a leader and radical voice in SNCC, was asked to
speak at the national Black Economic Development Conference
(BEDC) in Detroit organized by the Interreligious Foundation
for Community Organization (IFCO). Forman and activists he
had met in the Detroit-based League of Revolutionary Black
Workers, notably Mike Hamlin, Ken Cockrel, and John Watson,
decided to take over what would have been a liberal community
development conference. They succeeded, positioning six league
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members on the BEDC steering committee and creating what
was essentially a black socialist agenda. The key document, how-
ever, was the “Black Manifesto,” which demanded five hundred
million dollars in reparations to be paid by white Christian
churches (later they included Jewish synagogues). That IFCO was
a major Protestant institution only partly explains why Forman
targeted churches. His primary reason was that white religious in-
stitutions participated in and benefited from racist and capitalist
exploitation of black people.

Half a billion dollars is a paltry sum (by their estimate, it
amounted to fifteen dollars a head), but Forman and fellow
drafters of the “Black Manifesto” considered their request seed
money to build a new revolutionary movement and to strengthen
black political and economic institutions. Topping the list was
the need for land. Given the long history of African Americans’
struggle for land, it is not surprising that two hundred million dol-
lars was set aside for a Southern Land Bank (a poignant demand
today given the recent one-billion-dollar settlement for black
farmers discriminated against by the U.S. Department of Agri-
culture). Because of the explicit anticapitalist vision of the
drafters of the manifesto, the land bank was intended especially
for “people who want to establish cooperative farms but who have
no funds.” 

Some of the other demands turned out to be even more imagi-
native. To protect black workers and their families “fighting racist
working conditions” at work as well as within their unions, the
manifesto designated twenty million dollars for a National Black
Labor Strike Fund. And to help welfare recipients organize more
effectively, the BEDC planned to give the National Welfare
Rights Organization a subsidy of ten million dollars. The “Black
Manifesto” also recognized the racist war being waged on black
people’s image, here and abroad. Forman and other BEDC
drafters of the document wanted black people to exercise more
control over the media. They insisted that the media and the ed-
ucational system brainwashed black youth, in particular, teach-
ing “us to believe in the U.S.A. and salute the flag and go off to
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Santo Domingo, the Congo, or Vietnam fighting for this white
‘Christian’ nation.” And so they earmarked forty million dollars to
launch publishing houses in Detroit, Atlanta, Los Angeles, and
New York; another forty million was to be used to establish four
television networks. They wanted thirty million dollars to build a
research skills center to facilitate the study of “the problems of
black people,” and designated ten million for a skills training cen-
ter to teach community organization, photography, movie mak-
ing, television and radio manufacturing and repair, and other
communications-related skills. Another twenty million dollars
would be used to support a United Black Appeal responsible for
raising money for the BEDC. Besides funding “a Black Anti-
Defamation League which will protect our African image,” the
appeal would promote the development of cooperatives in
African countries and provide material support to African libera-
tion movements. The remaining one hundred and thirty million
dollars were to be used to establish a black university in the
South, acknowledging that the majority of historically black col-
leges and universities in the region at the time were largely
funded and administered by liberal whites.

It was a tall order, to be sure, but still monetarily less than what
most reparations movements were asking for. In order to realize
the demands of the “Black Manifesto,” BEDC proposed massive
civil disobedience directed at churches. The planned sit-ins and
mass disruptions were not simply tactics to win reparations but de-
liberate attacks on the institutionalized Church itself. Forman, in
particular, felt that Christianity had been a source of oppression;
by teaching passivity and acceptance of the dominant order, he ar-
gued, Christianity had kept black people from embracing revolu-
tion. Nevertheless, despite Forman’s unrelenting frontal attack on
white churches, a few religious leaders were moved enough by
the manifesto’s arguments to contribute money. Altogether, the
movement raised about one million dollars, though most of it
went to IFCO, which eventually withdrew its support for the
“Black Manifesto.” The BEDC received only about three hun-
dred thousand dollars, and most of that was parceled out to other
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movements. The little bit it did keep was used to launch Black
Star Publications, a publishing house for radical black writers. 

For Forman and the radical leadership of the BEDC, the
“Black Manifesto” was not an end in itself. They wanted to revo-
lutionize society and they knew that even if their campaign suc-
ceeded, money alone would not lead to the kind of society they
hoped to build. As Forman explained, 

Reparations did not represent any kind of long-range goal in our
minds, but an intermediate step on the path to liberation. We
saw it as a politically correct step, for the concept of reparation
reflected the need to adjust past wrongs—to compensate for the
enslavement of black people by Christians and their subsequent
exploitation by Christians and Jews in the United States. Our
demands . . . would not merely involve money but would be a
call for revolutionary action, a Manifesto that spoke of the hu-
man misery of black people under capitalism and imperialism,
and pointed the way to ending those conditions. 

In 1971, Forman and his comrades in the BEDC founded the
Black Workers Congress (BWC) in an effort to realize their radi-
cal anticapitalist vision. The BWC advocated workers’ control of
industry, the economy, and the state, to be brought about
through cooperatives, united front groups, neighborhood cen-
ters, student organizations, and ultimately a revolutionary party.
Within three years, the BWC transformed itself into a multiracial
Marxist-Leninist party, purging Forman in the process.

If bringing the issue of reparations to a national audience was
one of the goals of the “Black Manifesto,” it proved to be a stun-
ning success. During the early 1970s, articles and books on repa-
rations were everywhere. The Review of Black Political Economy
ran several substantive articles using regression analysis and a va-
riety of databases to calculate the cost of slavery and Jim Crow. In
1973, a white law professor named Boris Bitker published The
Case for Black Reparations, which argued for redress not for slav-
ery but for segregation, arguing that Jim Crow violated the equal
protection clause of the Fourteenth Amendment. He found lan-
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guage in what was basically an anti-Klan statute passed during
Reconstruction that provided for redress to any injured party de-
prived of Constitutional rights. While the flurry of publications
and debates advanced the economic and juridical case for repa-
rations, they were less concerned with the larger question of how
to reconstruct society. 

In contrast to the professors, other social movements picked up
where the “Black Manifesto” left off. The Republic of New Africa
(RNA), another organization with roots in Detroit, advocated
reparations but with the intention of building an independent
black nation in the continental United States. Founded in 1968
by brothers Gaidi and Imari Obadele (Milton and Richard
Henry), the RNA reformulated the old black belt thesis, arguing
that the states of South Carolina, Georgia, Alabama, Mississippi,
and Louisiana constituted “subjugated territory” with the right to
self-determination. They demanded that the U.S. government
hand over the territory to African Americans and establish the
RNA as a government in exile. In addition to the transfer of land,
the RNA initially called for reparations from the U.S. govern-
ment in the amount of four hundred billion dollars to sustain the
new nation during its first few years.

The plan, authored by Imari Obadele in 1972, was called the
“Anti-Depression Program of the Republic of New Africa.” In it
he portrayed the new nation as a beautiful, free space for black
people, somewhat reminiscent of the way black people have
imagined Africa. It stood in stark contrast to the overcrowded, rat-
infested ghettoes many urban African Americans knew as home.
But the promise of a Republic of New Africa also meant trans-
forming the ghettos of North America. “We shall bring about a
new dimension in breathing and growing space for those who re-
main where they are; We shall immensely relieve pressure on the
crowded northern and western ghettoes and spatially and materi-
ally restructure and abolish the growing black slums of the
South.” The new nation would not follow in the path of Ameri-
can capitalism. Rather, its economy would be based on Tanza-
nia’s model of African socialism, Ujamaa—roughly translated,
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“cooperative economics.” Like Forman and the BEDC, the RNA
concluded that New Africans need a system “for need, not for
profit.” “The means of production in New Africa,” Obadele de-
clared, “will be in the trust of the state to best accomplish this
end, and the further ends of rapidly ending want and creating sur-
pluses.” 

Many critics, even those sympathetic to territorial nationalist
organizations, are quick to dismiss the land question as impracti-
cal or even impossible. But if we treat the land issue literally in
terms of controlling territory with national borders and moving
people back and forth across those borders, then we miss key ele-
ments of the RNA’s vision and its implications for a broader black
radical conception of freedom. First, land is wealth, pure and
simple. Historically, it has been fundamental for economic inde-
pendence and sustainability, not to mention a central source of
heritable wealth in the United States. Indeed, even if we limited
our scope to homeownership, the miracle of the postwar (white)
middle class can be explained by rising property values. The re-
turn on their investment enabled suburban white homeowners to
pass on wealth as well as educational opportunities to their chil-
dren. Fewer African Americans owned property, in part because
they started out with no capital, were paid less for the same work,
tended to have higher rates of unemployment, and confronted a
system of Jim Crow that denied them access to much of the hous-
ing market. And those who did own homes suffered from dis-
criminatory policies and practices from lending institutions, real
estate firms, and the Federal Housing Administration. As a result,
substantially lower black home values not only reduces gross eq-
uity but makes it difficult for African Americans to use their resi-
dences as collateral for obtaining loans for other investments,
such as college or business.

Second, and perhaps more importantly, land is space, territory
on which people can begin to reconstruct their lives. The dream,
after all, is to create a new society free of the overseer’s watchful
eye. How can any group of people govern itself without land?
How can the RNA establish communal villages on the Tanzan-
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ian model without territory on which to do so? When MOVE, a
black nationalist group in Philadelphia, tried to create an alter-
native society in the middle of the city, confrontations with neigh-
bors and the police ultimately led to its violent destruction: 11
MOVE members died and 250 people were left homeless as a re-
sult of a military campaign against them. Besides, as I tried to sug-
gest in chapter 1, proponents of a new state or repatriation to an-
other place are really just looking for a new beginning, a place
where they can be free and develop their own culture without in-
terference. The impulse for territory, then, is not just a matter of
land; it is a matter of finding free space. And this desire for free
space cannot be suppressed or dismissed. 

So, if new land is not available, is it possible to persuade the
people of the “old land” to support the same things the move-
ment wants? Can groups like the RNA win over the multiracial
masses to their program and turn the United States into the kind
of society they imagine for the Republic of New Africa? On the
surface, the question may seem absurd, but when we examine the
RNA’s broad aims its general commitment to the liberation of hu-
manity is crystal clear. Despite its nationalist rubric, the aims of
the “Anti-Depression Program” are deeply internationalist and
humanist in that they call for the overthrow all forms of oppres-
sion around the globe and propose to make new subjects who are
self-reliant, intelligent, self-possessed, and committed to social
change. The RNA made it perfectly clear, in the “Anti-Depres-
sion Program” and in other statements and actions, that these
larger goals cannot be accomplished by simply receiving land
and money from the state:

Ours is a revolution against oppression—our own oppression
and that of all people in the world. And it is a revolution for a
better life, a better station for mankind, a surer harmony with
the forces of life in the universe. We therefore see these as the
aims of our revolution:

—to assure all people in the New Society maximum opportu-
nity and equal access to that maximum;

126 Freedom Dreams



—to promote industriousness, responsibility, scholarship, and
service;

—to protect and promote the personal dignity and integrity of
the individual and his natural rights;

—to encourage and reward the individual for hard work and
initiative and insight and devotion to the Revolution. . . . 

The RNA experienced more than its share of state repression
during the late 1960s and 1970s; several of its members, including
Imari Obadele, were jailed on charges ranging from assault to
conspiracy and sedition. But the RNA survived, reconstituted it-
self as the New Afrikan Movement, and continued to press for
reparations through N’COBRA. Imari Obadele, founder of N’-
COBRA, drafted a plan for reparations that went far beyond the
RNA’s “Anti-Depression Program.” Presented to the U.S. Con-
gress in 1987, the document was called “An Act to Stimulate Eco-
nomic Growth in the United States and Compensate, in part, for
the Grievous Wrongs of Slavery and the Unjust Enrichment
which Accrued to the United States Therefrom.” In this plan,
Congress would be obliged to pay out not less than three billion
dollars annually to African Americans. One-third of this sum was
to be paid directly to families; another one-third would go to the
duly elected government of the Republic of New Afrika. (Elec-
tions would be monitored by the UN or some comparable inter-
national body.) The remaining one-third would support a Na-
tional Congress of Organizations composed of churches, black
civic organizations, and community-based movements commit-
ted to ending “the scourge of drugs and crime in New Afrikan
communities and [advancing] the social, economic, educational,
or cultural progress and enrichment of New Afrikan people.” Par-
ticipating groups would have had to been in operation for a min-
imum of two years before the passage of legislation. 

Knowing that the United States would not simply hand over
the Southern states, Obadele proposed a plebiscite to determine
the will of the black community for a separate state. Employing
carefully worded, legalistic language, the plan required that at
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least 10 percent of the black population older than sixteen years of
age sign petitions before such a plebiscite could be held. The pe-
tition process would be overseen by judges appointed by the pres-
ident of the United States, the UN, and the RNA. The sovereign
status of each state in question, then, would be determined by a
majority of voters. If the majority of voters elected to become part
of the Republic of New Afrika, residents of these states could
leave and maintain U.S. citizenship, stay and become citizens of
the RNA, or enjoy dual citizenship irrespective of where they
lived. What is not clear from the document, however, is whether
or not white people can choose New Afrikan citizenship or resi-
dency in the South. Judging from the carefully worded and ex-
tremely democratic tone of the document, it seems quite possible
that nonblack people fully committed to black liberation and a
“New Afrikan” way of life could join the republic, though it is not
encouraged.

On May 19, 1999 (Malcolm X’s birthday), N’COBRA did hold
a plebiscite on reparations, though the purpose was to raise com-
munity awareness and mobilize African Americans to elect “eco-
nomic development commissioners” (EDCs) who would serve as
local organizers for the reparations campaign. Preparation for the
plebiscite gave N’COBRA an opportunity to circulate its latest
“main and immediate demands.” These included: twenty-five
thousand dollars in cash for black families and individuals; the
immediate release of all political prisoners as well as nonviolent
black prisoners with cash reparations and, for those who needed
it, “medical care/substance abuse treatment”; “10 billion dollars
to create 10 schools” to retrain African (American) youth, the un-
employed, and recently released prisoners; and a billion dollars
to create an economic development fund that would be run by
the EDCs. The “Act” also registered N’COBRA’s support of
black farmers’ billion-dollar lawsuit against the federal govern-
ment, and reiterated its commitment to self-determination and
the right to form an independent black state.

In short, N’COBRA continues to uphold a radical concept of
reparations as more than a paycheck and an apology. It regards
the campaign as part of a many-pronged attack on race and class
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oppression, an analysis of the root cause of inequality, and a
means to mobilize African Americans to struggle for social
change, self-transformation, and self-reliance. Indeed, self-re-
liance is a key phrase: N’COBRA and the New Afrikan Move-
ment consistently advocate educational programs with the inten-
tion of reducing crime, drug addiction, and self-hatred, and
promoting communal values, self-worth, and a commitment to
community. Grassroots community involvement in the cam-
paign not only builds support but also has the potential to trans-
form participants through study groups, forums, and relation-
ships forged in the context of a social movement—perhaps not
unlike the black ex-slave pension movement at the beginning of
the last century. Finally, like so many other reparations cam-
paigns coming out of black radical movements, N’COBRA con-
tinues to view the struggle in global terms. Among other things, it
maintains links to the Africa Reparations Movement (ARM). An
outgrowth of the First Pan-African Conference on Reparations in
Abuja, Nigeria, held in 1993, ARM focuses on issues relating to
the continent, notably the cancellation of African nations’ debt,
the return of stolen art objects, and recognition of the Atlantic
slave trade as a crime against humanity.

A  C a s e  f o r  R e p a r a t i o n s  .  .  .  a n d  T r a n s f o r m a t i o n

If we think of reparations as part of a broad strategy to radically
transform society—redistributing wealth, creating a democratic
and caring public culture, exposing the ways capitalism and slav-
ery produced massive inequality—then the ongoing struggle for
reparations holds enormous promise for revitalizing movements
for social justice. Consider the context: For at least the last quar-
ter century we have witnessed a general backlash against the
black community. As I argued in Yo’ Mama’s Disfunktional!
(1997), Republican and Democratic administrations dismantled
most state protections for poor people of color, expanded the ur-
ban police state, virtually eliminated affirmative action and wel-
fare as we knew it, and significantly weakened institutions and
laws created to protect civil rights. All these cutbacks were justi-
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fied by a discourse that blamed black behavior for contemporary
urban poverty and turned what were once called “rights” (i.e.,
welfare) into “privileges.” The argument for reparations not only
recasts these measures as rights but as payback. It shows how
more than two centuries of U.S. policy facilitated accumulation
among white property owners while further impoverishing
African Americans. Thus federal assistance to black people in
any form is not a gift but a down payment for centuries of unpaid
labor, violence, and exploitation. 

We need not go all the way back to slavery to make the case. We
can point to more than a century of discrimination to explain the
myriad ways U.S. policies have enriched upper- and middle-class
whites at the expense of black people and other people of color
(and we’ve already looked at housing policies). Let us take just
one example: education. During Reconstruction, African Amer-
icans led the fight for free universal public education in the
United States, not just for themselves but for everyone. After be-
ing barred from reading and writing while in bondage, newly
freed people regarded education as one of the most basic rights
and privileges of citizenship. Education was so important, in fact,
that they were willing to pay for public schools or start their own.
In South Carolina, for example, freed people contributed nearly
thirteen thousand dollars to keep twenty-three schools running,
schools that had been established by the Freedmen’s Bureau. In-
deed, between 1866 and 1870, newly freed people contributed
more than three-quarters of a million dollars in cash to sustain
their own schools. Once African Americans won the franchise,
they made it possible for universal compulsory education to be
written into state constitutions throughout the South. They also
elected black legislators who succeeded in establishing boards of
education and requiring compulsory education with “no distinc-
tion to be made in favor of any class of persons.” In South Car-
olina in 1868, black and progressive white legislators made sure
textbooks were provided free of charge, and within two years
close to sixteen thousand black children and eleven thousand
white children attended public schools. 
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As soon as the federal government withdrew its support for Re-
construction and the Southern planter class and New South in-
dustrialists imposed formal segregation, black students were rele-
gated to inferior schools and denied full attendance. Rural
schools for blacks, for example, often operated only a few weeks
out of the year. And yet black wage earners continued to pay taxes
to support public education. In the Jim Crow South it was not
unusual for African Americans to contribute 40 percent of the
school budget but attend schools that received 10 percent of the
expenditures. One study conducted by researchers at Atlanta
University in 1901 concluded that black taxpayers were actually
subsidizing white schools. More recently, two years after the
Supreme Court ordered desegregation of schools in 1954, the
state of Virginia introduced publicly funded school vouchers to
help white families send their children to private schools rather
than endure integration. The vouchers were eventually deemed
unconstitutional, but during that short period of time African
American taxes were being used to help pay for white children’s
private-school tuition. In light of how our separate and unequal
education has benefited whites and cost African Americans,
claims that affirmative action is “reverse discrimination” or a
“special privilege” ring hollow at best. 

The reparations movement exposes the history of white privi-
lege and helps us all understand how wealth and poverty are
made under capitalism—particularly a capitalism shaped im-
measurably by slavery and racism. It stresses the fact that labor—
not CEOs, not scientists and technicians, not the magic of the so-
called free market—creates wealth. The reparations movement
provides an analysis of our situation that challenges victim-blam-
ing explanations, explaining that exploitation and regressive poli-
cies create poverty, not bad behavior. It ought to compel us to pay
attention to the centrality of racism in the U.S. political econ-
omy, because one of the consequences of racial differentials in in-
come and economic opportunity is downward pressure on wages
for all working people, irrespective of color. It should also make
us look at gender, because men and women did not experience
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exploitation in the same manner. We need to consider things like
women’s unpaid labor (see chapter 5), reproduction, sexual
abuse, and ways to make restitution for these distinctive forms of
exploitation. At the very least, the reparations movement ought to
clarify issues like what constitutes a “family” if payments are to be
made to such units, or how we might imagine remaking relation-
ships between men and women, boys and girls, adults and chil-
dren. If radical transformation of society is one of the goals of the
reparations movement, then these questions cannot be ignored.
Unfortunately, most arguments in support of reparations scarcely
mention gender.

In the end, a successful reparations campaign has the potential
to benefit the entire nation, not just the black community. Since
most plans emphasize investments in institutions rather than in-
dividual payments, the result would bring a massive infusion of
capital for infrastructure, housing, schools, and related institu-
tions in communities with large black populations. Monies
would also be made available to support civic organizations and
help establish a strong civil society among people of African de-
scent, which in turn would strengthen civil society as a whole.
Presumably, social ills such as crime, drug use, and violence
would be reduced considerably and thus alter the world’s image
of black people. Furthermore, the historically black ghetto com-
munities to which substantial investments would be made also
house other poor people of color: Latinos, Afro-Caribbeans, Na-
tive Americans, Asian Americans (namely Filipinos, Samoans,
South Asians, Koreans, etc.). They, too, would benefit from im-
proved schools, homes, public life, and a politically strengthened
black community. Given the relationship of slavery and racism to
the global economy, this outcome makes perfect sense. Many of
these poor immigrant groups are themselves products of cen-
turies of imperialism—slavery’s handmaiden, if you will—or de-
scendants of slaves, as in the case of many Caribbean and Latin
American immigrants. Finally, it should be stressed that repara-
tions for one group will not harm working-class whites. As Robert
Westley argued in a recent Boston College Law Review article on
reparations:



Racist exploitation has contributed to the persistence of poverty
among Blacks and the unjust privilege of whites. Redressing
these harms through Black reparations would help to alleviate
part of the problem of persistent poverty. To the extent that
poverty remains a problem among nonBlacks and Blacks alike,
it is both just and consistent with the equality principle to de-
mand adequate social welfare, equal educational opportunity
and access to jobs. Other national goals, like space exploration
or defense, may need to be downsized in order to fulfill the
moral obligation of social justice.

Of course, we do not yet live in a society where social justice
takes precedence over national defense. This is why the repara-
tions campaign, despite its potential contribution to eliminating
racism and remaking the world, can never be an end in itself.
Movement leaders have known this all along. The hard work of
changing our values and reorganizing social life requires political
engagement, community involvement, education, debate and
discussion, and dreaming. Money and resources are always im-
portant, but a new vision and new values cannot be bought. And
without at least a rudimentary critique of the capitalist culture
that consumes us, even reparations can have disastrous conse-
quences. Imagine if reparations were treated as start-up capital
for black entrepreneurs who merely want to mirror the dominant
society. What would really change?

Again, we have to return to Detroit, this time to veteran radical
Grace Lee Boggs. For decades she has been making this very
point, insisting that we stop begging for inclusion in a corrupt sys-
tem, take responsibility for transforming our culture, and remake
ourselves as human beings. I hope that all of us who believe free-
dom is worth pursuing will heed her words and recognize the
power we already possess:

What we need to do . . . is encourage groups of all kinds and all
ages to participate in creating a vision of the future that will en-
large the humanity of all of us and then, in devising concrete
programs on which they can work together, if only in a small
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way, to move toward their vision. In this unique interim time be-
tween historical epochs, this is how we can elicit the hope that
is essential to the building of a movement and unleash the en-
ergies that in the absence of hope are turned against other peo-
ple or even against oneself. . . . When people come together vol-
untarily to create their own vision, they begin wishing it to come
into being with such passion that they begin creating an active
path leading to it from the present. The spirit and the way to
make the spirit live coalesce. Instead of seeing ourselves only as
victims, we begin to see ourselves as part of a continuing strug-
gle of human beings, not only to survive but to evolve into more
human human beings.


