
A

1810.

We inherit our ample patrimony with all its incumbrances; and are
bound to pay the debts of our ancestors. This debt, particularly, we
are bound to discharge: and, when the righteous Judge of the
Universe comes to reckon with his servants, he will rigidly exact the
payment at our hands. To give them liberty, and stop here, is to
entail upon them a curse.

IV. “The Ills That Slavery Frees Us From”

MERICA BEGINS IN BLACK PLUNDER AND WHITE DEMOCRACY, two
features that are not contradictory but complementary. “The men
who came together to found the independent United States,

dedicated to freedom and equality, either held slaves or were willing to join
hands with those who did,” the historian Edmund S. Morgan wrote. “None of
them felt entirely comfortable about the fact, but neither did they feel
responsible for it. Most of them had inherited both their slaves and their
attachment to freedom from an earlier generation, and they knew the two
were not unconnected.”

When enslaved Africans, plundered of their bodies, plundered of their
families, and plundered of their labor, were brought to the colony of Virginia
in 1619, they did not initially endure the naked racism that would engulf their
progeny. Some of them were freed. Some of them intermarried. Still others
escaped with the white indentured servants who had suffered as they had.
Some even rebelled together, allying under Nathaniel Bacon to torch
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Jamestown in 1676.

One hundred years later, the
idea of slaves and poor whites
joining forces would shock
the senses, but in the early
days of the English colonies,
the two groups had much in
common. English visitors to
Virginia found that its
masters “abuse their
servantes with intollerable
oppression and hard usage.”

White servants were flogged, tricked into serving beyond their contracts, and
traded in much the same manner as slaves.

This “hard usage” originated in a simple fact of the New World—land was
boundless but cheap labor was limited. As life spans increased in the colony,
the Virginia planters found in the enslaved Africans an even more efficient
source of cheap labor. Whereas indentured servants were still legal subjects of
the English crown and thus entitled to certain protections, African slaves
entered the colonies as aliens. Exempted from the protections of the crown,
they became early America’s indispensable working class—fit for maximum
exploitation, capable of only minimal resistance.

For the next 250 years, American law worked to reduce black people to a class
of untouchables and raise all white men to the level of citizens. In 1650,
Virginia mandated that “all persons except Negroes” were to carry arms. In
1664, Maryland mandated that any Englishwoman who married a slave must
live as a slave of her husband’s master. In 1705, the Virginia assembly passed
a law allowing for the dismemberment of unruly slaves—but forbidding

Slaves in South Carolina prepare cotton for the gin in
1862. (Timothy H. O’sullivan/Library of Congress)
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masters from whipping “a Christian white servant naked, without an order
from a justice of the peace.” In that same law, the colony mandated that “all
horses, cattle, and hogs, now belonging, or that hereafter shall belong to any
slave” be seized and sold off by the local church, the profits used to support
“the poor of the said parish.” At that time, there would have still been people
alive who could remember blacks and whites joining to burn down Jamestown
only 29 years before. But at the beginning of the 18th century, two primary
classes were enshrined in America.

“The two great divisions of society are not the rich and poor, but white and
black,” John C. Calhoun, South Carolina’s senior senator, declared on the
Senate floor in 1848. “And all the former, the poor as well as the rich, belong
to the upper class, and are respected and treated as equals.”

In 1860, the majority of people living in South Carolina and Mississippi,
almost half of those living in Georgia, and about one-third of all Southerners
were on the wrong side of Calhoun’s line. The state with the largest number of
enslaved Americans was Virginia, where in certain counties some 70 percent
of all people labored in chains. Nearly one-fourth of all white Southerners
owned slaves, and upon their backs the economic basis of America—and
much of the Atlantic world—was erected. In the seven cotton states, one-third
of all white income was derived from slavery. By 1840, cotton produced by
slave labor constituted 59 percent of the country’s exports. The web of this
slave society extended north to the looms of New England, and across the
Atlantic to Great Britain, where it powered a great economic transformation
and altered the trajectory of world history. “Whoever says Industrial
Revolution,” wrote the historian Eric J. Hobsbawm, “says cotton.”

The wealth accorded America by slavery was not just in what the slaves pulled
from the land but in the slaves themselves. “In 1860, slaves as an asset were
worth more than all of America’s manufacturing, all of the railroads, all of the
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productive capacity of the
United States put together,”
the Yale historian David W.
Blight has noted. “Slaves were
the single largest, by far,
financial asset of property in
the entire American
economy.” The sale of these
slaves—“in whose bodies that
money congealed,” writes
Walter Johnson, a Harvard
historian—generated even
more ancillary wealth. Loans
were taken out for purchase,
to be repaid with interest.
Insurance policies were
drafted against the untimely
death of a slave and the loss of
potential profits. Slave sales
were taxed and notarized.
The vending of the black body
and the sundering of the black
family became an economy
unto themselves, estimated to

have brought in tens of millions of dollars to antebellum America. In 1860
there were more millionaires per capita in the Mississippi Valley than
anywhere else in the country.

Beneath the cold numbers lay lives divided. “I had a constant dread that Mrs.
Moore, her mistress, would be in want of money and sell my dear wife,” a

In this artistic rendering by Henry Louis Stephens, a
well-known illustrator of the era, a family is in the
process of being separated at a slave auction.
(Library of Congress)
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freedman wrote, reflecting on his time in slavery. “We constantly dreaded a
final separation. Our affection for each was very strong, and this made us
always apprehensive of a cruel parting.”

Forced partings were common in the antebellum South. A slave in some parts
of the region stood a 30 percent chance of being sold in his or her lifetime.
Twenty-five percent of interstate trades destroyed a first marriage and half of
them destroyed a nuclear family.

When the wife and children of Henry Brown, a slave in Richmond, Virginia,
were to be sold away, Brown searched for a white master who might buy his
wife and children to keep the family together. He failed:

The next day, I stationed myself by the side of the road, along
which the slaves, amounting to three hundred and fifty, were to
pass. The purchaser of my wife was a Methodist minister, who was
about starting for North Carolina. Pretty soon five waggon-loads of
little children passed, and looking at the foremost one, what should
I see but a little child, pointing its tiny hand towards me,
exclaiming, “There’s my father; I knew he would come and bid me
good-bye.” It was my eldest child! Soon the gang approached in
which my wife was chained. I looked, and beheld her familiar face;
but O, reader, that glance of agony! may God spare me ever again
enduring the excruciating horror of that moment! She passed, and
came near to where I stood. I seized hold of her hand, intending to
bid her farewell; but words failed me; the gift of utterance had fled,
and I remained speechless. I followed her for some distance, with
her hand grasped in mine, as if to save her from her fate, but I could
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not speak, and I was obliged to turn away in silence.

In a time when telecommunications were primitive and blacks lacked
freedom of movement, the parting of black families was a kind of murder.
Here we find the roots of American wealth and democracy—in the for-profit
destruction of the most important asset available to any people, the family.
The destruction was not incidental to America’s rise; it facilitated that rise. By
erecting a slave society, America created the economic foundation for its
great experiment in democracy. The labor strife that seeded Bacon’s rebellion
was suppressed. America’s indispensable working class existed as property
beyond the realm of politics, leaving white Americans free to trumpet their
love of freedom and democratic values. Assessing antebellum democracy in
Virginia, a visitor from England observed that the state’s natives “can profess
an unbounded love of liberty and of democracy in consequence of the mass of
the people, who in other countries might become mobs, being there nearly
altogether composed of their own Negro slaves.”

V. The Quiet Plunder

HE CONSEQUENCES of 250 years of enslavement, of war upon black
families and black people, were profound. Like homeownership
today, slave ownership was aspirational, attracting not just those

who owned slaves but those who wished to. Much as homeowners today
might discuss the addition of a patio or the painting of a living room,
slaveholders traded tips on the best methods for breeding workers, exacting
labor, and doling out punishment. Just as a homeowner today might subscribe
to a magazine like This Old House, slaveholders had journals such as De Bow’s
Review, which recommended the best practices for wringing profits from
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slaves. By the dawn of the Civil War, the enslavement of black America was
thought to be so foundational to the country that those who sought to end it
were branded heretics worthy of death. Imagine what would happen if a
president today came out in favor of taking all American homes from their
owners: the reaction might well be violent.

“This country was formed for
the white, not for the black
man,” John Wilkes Booth
wrote, before killing Abraham
Lincoln. “And looking upon
African slavery from the same
standpoint held by those
noble framers of our
Constitution, I for one have
ever considered it one of the
greatest blessings (both for
themselves and us) that God
ever bestowed upon a favored
nation.”

In the aftermath of the Civil
War, Radical Republicans
attempted to reconstruct the
country upon something
resembling universal
equality—but they were
beaten back by a campaign of

“Redemption,” led by White Liners, Red Shirts, and Klansmen bent on
upholding a society “formed for the white, not for the black man.” A wave of

Click the image above to view the full document.
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terrorism roiled the South. In his massive history Reconstruction, Eric Foner
recounts incidents of black people being attacked for not removing their hats;
for refusing to hand over a whiskey flask; for disobeying church procedures;
for “using insolent language”; for disputing labor contracts; for refusing to be
“tied like a slave.” Sometimes the attacks were intended simply to “thin out
the niggers a little.”

Terrorism carried the day. Federal troops withdrew from the South in 1877.
The dream of Reconstruction died. For the next century, political violence
was visited upon blacks wantonly, with special treatment meted out toward
black people of ambition. Black schools and churches were burned to the
ground. Black voters and the political candidates who attempted to rally them
were intimidated, and some were murdered. At the end of World War I, black
veterans returning to their homes were assaulted for daring to wear the
American uniform. The demobilization of soldiers after the war, which put
white and black veterans into competition for scarce jobs, produced the Red
Summer of 1919: a succession of racist pogroms against dozens of cities
ranging from Longview, Texas, to Chicago to Washington, D.C. Organized
white violence against blacks continued into the 1920s—in 1921 a white mob
leveled Tulsa’s “Black Wall Street,” and in 1923 another one razed the black
town of Rosewood, Florida—and virtually no one was punished.
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The work of mobs was a rabid and violent rendition of prejudices that
extended even into the upper reaches of American government. The New
Deal is today remembered as a model for what progressive government
should do—cast a broad social safety net that protects the poor and the
afflicted while building the middle class. When progressives wish to express
their disappointment with Barack Obama, they point to the accomplishments
of Franklin Roosevelt. But these progressives rarely note that Roosevelt’s New
Deal, much like the democracy that produced it, rested on the foundation of
Jim Crow.

“The Jim Crow South,” writes Ira Katznelson, a history and political-science
professor at Columbia, “was the one collaborator America’s democracy could
not do without.” The marks of that collaboration are all over the New Deal.

A postcard dated August 3, 1920, depicts the aftermath of a lynching in Center, Texas, near the
Louisiana border. According to the text on the other side, the victim was a 16-year-old boy.
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The omnibus programs passed under the Social Security Act in 1935 were
crafted in such a way as to protect the southern way of life. Old-age insurance
(Social Security proper) and unemployment insurance excluded farmworkers
and domestics—jobs heavily occupied by blacks. When President Roosevelt
signed Social Security into law in 1935, 65 percent of African Americans
nationally and between 70 and 80 percent in the South were ineligible. The
NAACP protested, calling the new American safety net “a sieve with holes just
big enough for the majority of Negroes to fall through.”

The oft-celebrated G.I. Bill similarly failed black Americans, by mirroring the
broader country’s insistence on a racist housing policy. Though ostensibly
color-blind, Title III of the bill, which aimed to give veterans access to low-
interest home loans, left black veterans to tangle with white officials at their
local Veterans Administration as well as with the same banks that had, for
years, refused to grant mortgages to blacks. The historian Kathleen J. Frydl
observes in her 2009 book, The GI Bill, that so many blacks were disqualified
from receiving Title III benefits “that it is more accurate simply to say that
blacks could not use this particular title.”

In Cold War America, homeownership was seen as a means of instilling
patriotism, and as a civilizing and anti-radical force. “No man who owns his
own house and lot can be a Communist,” claimed William Levitt, who
pioneered the modern suburb with the development of the various
Levittowns, his famous planned communities. “He has too much to do.”

But the Levittowns were, with Levitt’s willing acquiescence, segregated
throughout their early years. Daisy and Bill Myers, the first black family to
move into Levittown, Pennsylvania, were greeted with protests and a burning
cross. A neighbor who opposed the family said that Bill Myers was “probably a
nice guy, but every time I look at him I see $2,000 drop off the value of my
house.”
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The neighbor had good reason to be afraid. Bill and Daisy Myers were from
the other side of John C. Calhoun’s dual society. If they moved next door,
housing policy almost guaranteed that their neighbors’ property values would
decline.

Whereas shortly before the New Deal, a typical mortgage required a large
down payment and full repayment within about 10 years, the creation of the
Home Owners’ Loan Corporation in 1933 and then the Federal Housing
Administration the following year allowed banks to offer loans requiring no
more than 10 percent down, amortized over 20 to 30 years. “Without federal
intervention in the housing market, massive suburbanization would have
been impossible,” writes Thomas J. Sugrue, a historian at the University of
Pennsylvania. “In 1930, only 30 percent of Americans owned their own
homes; by 1960, more than 60 percent were home owners. Home ownership
became an emblem of American citizenship.”

In August 1957, state police pull teenagers out of a car during a demonstration against Bill
and Daisy Myers, the first African Americans to move into Levittown, Pennsyvlania. (AP
Photo/Bill Ingraham)
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That emblem was not to be awarded to blacks. The American real-estate
industry believed segregation to be a moral principle. As late as 1950, the
National Association of Real Estate Boards’ code of ethics warned that “a
Realtor should never be instrumental in introducing into a neighborhood …
any race or nationality, or any individuals whose presence will clearly be
detrimental to property values.” A 1943 brochure specified that such
potential undesirables might include madams, bootleggers, gangsters—and
“a colored man of means who was giving his children a college education and
thought they were entitled to live among whites.”

The federal government concurred. It was the Home Owners’ Loan
Corporation, not a private trade association, that pioneered the practice of
redlining, selectively granting loans and insisting that any property it insured
be covered by a restrictive covenant—a clause in the deed forbidding the sale
of the property to anyone other than whites. Millions of dollars flowed from
tax coffers into segregated white neighborhoods.

One man said his black neighbor
was “probably a nice guy, but every
time I look at him I see $2,000 drop
off the value of my house.”

“For perhaps the first time, the federal government embraced the
discriminatory attitudes of the marketplace,” the historian Kenneth T.
Jackson wrote in his 1985 book, Crabgrass Frontier, a history of
suburbanization. “Previously, prejudices were personalized and
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individualized; FHA exhorted segregation and enshrined it as public policy.
Whole areas of cities were declared ineligible for loan guarantees.” Redlining
was not officially outlawed until 1968, by the Fair Housing Act. By then the
damage was done—and reports of redlining by banks have continued.

The federal government is premised on equal fealty from all its citizens, who
in return are to receive equal treatment. But as late as the mid-20th century,
this bargain was not granted to black people, who repeatedly paid a higher
price for citizenship and received less in return. Plunder had been the
essential feature of slavery, of the society described by Calhoun. But
practically a full century after the end of the Civil War and the abolition of
slavery, the plunder—quiet, systemic, submerged—continued even amidst the
aims and achievements of New Deal liberals.

VI. Making The Second Ghetto

ODAY CHICAGO is one of the most segregated cities in the country, a
fact that reflects assiduous planning. In the effort to uphold white
supremacy at every level down to the neighborhood, Chicago—a city

founded by the black fur trader Jean Baptiste Point du Sable—has long been a
pioneer. The efforts began in earnest in 1917, when the Chicago Real Estate
Board, horrified by the influx of southern blacks, lobbied to zone the entire
city by race. But after the Supreme Court ruled against explicit racial zoning
that year, the city was forced to pursue its agenda by more-discreet means.

Like the Home Owners’ Loan Corporation, the Federal Housing
Administration initially insisted on restrictive covenants, which helped bar
blacks and other ethnic undesirables from receiving federally backed home
loans. By the 1940s, Chicago led the nation in the use of these restrictive
covenants, and about half of all residential neighborhoods in the city were
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effectively off-limits to blacks.

It is common today to become misty-eyed about the old black ghetto, where
doctors and lawyers lived next door to meatpackers and steelworkers, who
themselves lived next door to prostitutes and the unemployed. This
segregationist nostalgia ignores the actual conditions endured by the people
living there—vermin and arson, for instance—and ignores the fact that the old
ghetto was premised on denying black people privileges enjoyed by white
Americans.

In 1948, when the Supreme Court ruled that restrictive covenants, while
permissible, were not enforceable by judicial action, Chicago had other
weapons at the ready. The Illinois state legislature had already given
Chicago’s city council the right to approve—and thus to veto—any public
housing in the city’s wards. This came in handy in 1949, when a new federal
housing act sent millions of tax dollars into Chicago and other cities around
the country. Beginning in 1950, site selection for public housing proceeded
entirely on the grounds of segregation. By the 1960s, the city had created
with its vast housing projects what the historian Arnold R. Hirsch calls a
“second ghetto,” one larger than the old Black Belt but just as impermeable.
More than 98 percent of all the family public-housing units built in Chicago
between 1950 and the mid-1960s were built in all-black neighborhoods.

Governmental embrace of segregation was driven by the virulent racism of
Chicago’s white citizens. White neighborhoods vulnerable to black
encroachment formed block associations for the sole purpose of enforcing
segregation. They lobbied fellow whites not to sell. They lobbied those blacks
who did manage to buy to sell back. In 1949, a group of Englewood Catholics
formed block associations intended to “keep up the neighborhood.”
Translation: keep black people out. And when civic engagement was not
enough, when government failed, when private banks could no longer hold
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the line, Chicago turned to an old tool in the American repertoire—racial
violence. “The pattern of terrorism is easily discernible,” concluded a
Chicago civic group in the 1940s. “It is at the seams of the black ghetto in all
directions.” On July 1 and 2 of 1946, a mob of thousands assembled in
Chicago’s Park Manor neighborhood, hoping to eject a black doctor who’d
recently moved in. The mob pelted the house with rocks and set the garage on
fire. The doctor moved away.

In 1947, after a few black veterans moved into the Fernwood section of
Chicago, three nights of rioting broke out; gangs of whites yanked blacks off
streetcars and beat them. Two years later, when a union meeting attended by
blacks in Englewood triggered rumors that a home was being “sold to
niggers,” blacks (and whites thought to be sympathetic to them) were beaten
in the streets. In 1951, thousands of whites in Cicero, 20 minutes or so west
of downtown Chicago, attacked an apartment building that housed a single
black family, throwing bricks and firebombs through the windows and setting
the apartment on fire. A Cook County grand jury declined to charge the
rioters—and instead indicted the family’s NAACP attorney, the apartment’s
white owner, and the owner’s attorney and rental agent, charging them with
conspiring to lower property values. Two years after that, whites picketed and
planted explosives in South Deering, about 30 minutes from downtown
Chicago, to force blacks out.
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When terrorism ultimately failed, white homeowners simply fled the
neighborhood. The traditional terminology, white flight, implies a kind of
natural expression of preference. In fact, white flight was a triumph of social
engineering, orchestrated by the shared racist presumptions of America’s
public and private sectors. For should any nonracist white families decide that
integration might not be so bad as a matter of principle or practicality, they
still had to contend with the hard facts of American housing policy: When the
mid-20th-century white homeowner claimed that the presence of a Bill and
Daisy Myers decreased his property value, he was not merely engaging in
racist dogma—he was accurately observing the impact of federal policy on
market prices. Redlining destroyed the possibility of investment wherever
black people lived.

VII. “A Lot Of People Fell By The Way”

The September 1966 Cicero protest against housing discrimination was one of the first
nonviolent civil-rights campaigns launched near a major city. (Associated Press)
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children, their nephews and nieces—and consider how watching this affects
them. Imagine yourself as a young black child watching your elders play by all
the rules only to have their possessions tossed out in the street and to have
their most sacred possession—their home—taken from them.

The message the young black boy receives from his country, Billy Brooks says,
is “ ‘You ain’t shit. You not no good. The only thing you are worth is working
for us. You will never own anything. You not going to get an education. We are
sending your ass to the penitentiary.’ They’re telling you no matter how hard
you struggle, no matter what you put down, you ain’t shit. ‘We’re going to take
what you got. You will never own anything, nigger.’ ”

IX. Toward A New Country

HEN CLYDE ROSS WAS A CHILD, his older brother Winter had a
seizure. He was picked up by the authorities and delivered to
Parchman Farm, a 20,000-acre state prison in the Mississippi

Delta region.

“He was a gentle person,” Clyde Ross says of his brother. “You know, he was
good to everybody. And he started having spells, and he couldn’t control
himself. And they had him picked up, because they thought he was
dangerous.”

Built at the turn of the century, Parchman was supposed to be a progressive
and reformist response to the problem of “Negro crime.” In fact it was the
gulag of Mississippi, an object of terror to African Americans in the Delta. In
the early years of the 20th century, Mississippi Governor James K. Vardaman
used to amuse himself by releasing black convicts into the surrounding
wilderness and hunting them down with bloodhounds. “Throughout the
American South,” writes David M. Oshinsky in his book Worse Than Slavery,
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“Parchman Farm is synonymous with punishment and brutality, as well it
should be … Parchman is the quintessential penal farm, the closest thing to
slavery that survived the Civil War.”

When the Ross family went to retrieve Winter, the authorities told them that
Winter had died. When the Ross family asked for his body, the authorities at
Parchman said they had buried him. The family never saw Winter’s body.

And this was just one of their losses.

Scholars have long discussed methods by which America might make
reparations to those on whose labor and exclusion the country was built. In
the 1970s, the Yale Law professor Boris Bittker argued in The Case for Black
Reparations that a rough price tag for reparations could be determined by
multiplying the number of African Americans in the population by the
difference in white and black per capita income. That number—$34 billion in
1973, when Bittker wrote his book—could be added to a reparations program
each year for a decade or two. Today Charles Ogletree, the Harvard Law
School professor, argues for something broader: a program of job training and
public works that takes racial justice as its mission but includes the poor of all
races.

To celebrate freedom and democracy while forgetting America’s origins in a
slavery economy is patriotism à la carte.

Perhaps no statistic better illustrates the enduring legacy of our country’s
shameful history of treating black people as sub-citizens, sub-Americans, and
sub-humans than the wealth gap. Reparations would seek to close this chasm.
But as surely as the creation of the wealth gap required the cooperation of
every aspect of the society, bridging it will require the same.
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When we think of white supremacy,
we picture Colored Only signs, but
we should picture pirate flags.

Perhaps after a serious discussion and debate—the kind that HR 40
proposes—we may find that the country can never fully repay African
Americans. But we stand to discover much about ourselves in such a
discussion—and that is perhaps what scares us. The idea of reparations is
frightening not simply because we might lack the ability to pay. The idea of
reparations threatens something much deeper—America’s heritage, history,
and standing in the world.

HE EARLY AMERICAN ECONOMY was built on slave labor. The Capitol
and the White House were built by slaves. President James K. Polk
traded slaves from the Oval Office. The laments about “black

pathology,” the criticism of black family structures by pundits and
intellectuals, ring hollow in a country whose existence was predicated on the
torture of black fathers, on the rape of black mothers, on the sale of black
children. An honest assessment of America’s relationship to the black family
reveals the country to be not its nurturer but its destroyer.

And this destruction did not end with slavery. Discriminatory laws joined the
equal burden of citizenship to unequal distribution of its bounty. These laws
reached their apex in the mid-20th century, when the federal government
—through housing policies—engineered the wealth gap, which remains with
us to this day. When we think of white supremacy, we picture COLORED ONLY

signs, but we should picture pirate flags.
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On some level, we have always grasped this.

“Negro poverty is not white poverty,” President Johnson said in his historic
civil-rights speech.

Many of its causes and many of its cures are the same. But there are
differences—deep, corrosive, obstinate differences—radiating
painful roots into the community and into the family, and the
nature of the individual. These differences are not racial
differences. They are solely and simply the consequence of ancient
brutality, past injustice, and present prejudice.

We invoke the words of Jefferson and Lincoln because they say something
about our legacy and our traditions. We do this because we recognize our
links to the past—at least when they flatter us. But black history does not
flatter American democracy; it chastens it. The popular mocking of
reparations as a harebrained scheme authored by wild-eyed lefties and
intellectually unserious black nationalists is fear masquerading as laughter.
Black nationalists have always perceived something unmentionable about
America that integrationists dare not acknowledge—that white supremacy is
not merely the work of hotheaded demagogues, or a matter of false
consciousness, but a force so fundamental to America that it is difficult to
imagine the country without it.

And so we must imagine a new country. Reparations—by which I mean the
full acceptance of our collective biography and its consequences—is the price
we must pay to see ourselves squarely. The recovering alcoholic may well
have to live with his illness for the rest of his life. But at least he is not living a
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drunken lie. Reparations beckons us to reject the intoxication of hubris and
see America as it is—the work of fallible humans.

Won’t reparations divide us? Not any more than we are already divided. The
wealth gap merely puts a number on something we feel but cannot say—that
American prosperity was ill-gotten and selective in its distribution. What is
needed is an airing of family secrets, a settling with old ghosts. What is
needed is a healing of the American psyche and the banishment of white guilt.

What I’m talking about is more than recompense for past injustices—more
than a handout, a payoff, hush money, or a reluctant bribe. What I’m talking
about is a national reckoning that would lead to spiritual renewal. Reparations
would mean the end of scarfing hot dogs on the Fourth of July while denying
the facts of our heritage. Reparations would mean the end of yelling
“patriotism” while waving a Confederate flag. Reparations would mean a
revolution of the American consciousness, a reconciling of our self-image as
the great democratizer with the facts of our history.

X. “There Will Be No ‘Reparations’ From
Germany”

E ARE NOT the first to be summoned to such a challenge.

In 1952, when West Germany began the process of making
amends for the Holocaust, it did so under conditions that should be
instructive to us. Resistance was violent. Very few Germans believed that
Jews were entitled to anything. Only 5 percent of West Germans surveyed
reported feeling guilty about the Holocaust, and only 29 percent believed that
Jews were owed restitution from the German people.
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“The rest,” the historian Tony Judt wrote in his 2005 book, Postwar, “were
divided between those (some two-fifths of respondents) who thought that
only people ‘who really committed something’ were responsible and should
pay, and those (21 percent) who thought ‘that the Jews themselves were partly
responsible for what happened to them during the Third Reich.’ ”

Germany’s unwillingness to squarely face its history went beyond polls.
Movies that suggested a societal responsibility for the Holocaust beyond
Hitler were banned. “The German soldier fought bravely and honorably for
his homeland,” claimed President Eisenhower, endorsing the Teutonic
national myth. Judt wrote, “Throughout the fifties West German officialdom
encouraged a comfortable view of the German past in which the Wehrmacht
was heroic, while Nazis were in a minority and properly punished.”

Konrad Adenauer, the postwar German chancellor, was in favor of
reparations, but his own party was divided, and he was able to get an
agreement passed only with the votes of the Social Democratic opposition.

“If I could take German property
without sitting down with them for
even a minute but go in with jeeps
and machine guns,” said David Ben-
Gurion, “I would do that.”

Among the Jews of Israel, reparations provoked violent and venomous
reactions ranging from denunciation to assassination plots. On January 7,
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1952, as the Knesset—the Israeli parliament—convened to discuss the
prospect of a reparations agreement with West Germany, Menachem Begin,
the future prime minister of Israel, stood in front of a large crowd, inveighing
against the country that had plundered the lives, labor, and property of his
people. Begin claimed that all Germans were Nazis and guilty of murder. His
condemnations then spread to his own young state. He urged the crowd to
stop paying taxes and claimed that the nascent Israeli nation characterized
the fight over whether or not to accept reparations as a “war to the death.”
When alerted that the police watching the gathering were carrying tear gas,
allegedly of German manufacture, Begin yelled, “The same gases that
asphyxiated our parents!”

Begin then led the crowd in an oath to never forget the victims of the Shoah,
lest “my right hand lose its cunning” and “my tongue cleave to the roof of my
mouth.” He took the crowd through the streets toward the Knesset. From the
rooftops, police repelled the crowd with tear gas and smoke bombs. But the
wind shifted, and the gas blew back toward the Knesset, billowing through
windows shattered by rocks. In the chaos, Begin and Prime Minister David
Ben-Gurion exchanged insults. Two hundred civilians and 140 police officers
were wounded. Nearly 400 people were arrested. Knesset business was
halted.

Begin then addressed the chamber with a fiery speech condemning the
actions the legislature was about to take. “Today you arrested hundreds,” he
said. “Tomorrow you may arrest thousands. No matter, they will go, they will
sit in prison. We will sit there with them. If necessary, we will be killed with
them. But there will be no ‘reparations’ from Germany.”

Survivors of the Holocaust feared laundering the reputation of Germany with
money, and mortgaging the memory of their dead. Beyond that, there was a
taste for revenge. “My soul would be at rest if I knew there would be 6 million
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German dead to match the 6
million Jews,” said Meir
Dworzecki, who’d survived
the concentration camps of
Estonia.

Ben-Gurion countered this
sentiment, not by repudiating
vengeance but with cold
calculation: “If I could take
German property without
sitting down with them for
even a minute but go in with
jeeps and machine guns to the
warehouses and take it, I
would do that—if, for
instance, we had the ability to
send a hundred divisions and

tell them, ‘Take it.’ But we can’t do that.”

The reparations conversation set off a wave of bomb attempts by Israeli
militants. One was aimed at the foreign ministry in Tel Aviv. Another was
aimed at Chancellor Adenauer himself. And one was aimed at the port of
Haifa, where the goods bought with reparations money were arriving. West
Germany ultimately agreed to pay Israel 3.45 billion deutsche marks, or more
than $7 billion in today’s dollars. Individual reparations claims followed—for
psychological trauma, for offense to Jewish honor, for halting law careers, for
life insurance, for time spent in concentration camps. Seventeen percent of
funds went toward purchasing ships. “By the end of 1961, these reparations
vessels constituted two-thirds of the Israeli merchant fleet,” writes the Israeli

Nahum Goldman, the president of the Jewish Claims
Commission (center), signs 1952 reparations
agreements between Germany and Israel. The two
delegations entered the room by different doors, and
the ceremony was carried out in silence. (Associated
Press)
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historian Tom Segev in his book The Seventh Million. “From 1953 to 1963,
the reparations money funded about a third of the total investment in Israel’s
electrical system, which tripled its capacity, and nearly half the total
investment in the railways.”

Israel’s GNP tripled during the 12 years of the agreement. The Bank of Israel
attributed 15 percent of this growth, along with 45,000 jobs, to investments
made with reparations money. But Segev argues that the impact went far
beyond that. Reparations “had indisputable psychological and political
importance,” he writes.

Reparations could not make up for the murder perpetrated by the Nazis. But
they did launch Germany’s reckoning with itself, and perhaps provided a road
map for how a great civilization might make itself worthy of the name.

Assessing the reparations agreement, David Ben-Gurion said:

For the first time in the history of relations between people, a
precedent has been created by which a great State, as a result of
moral pressure alone, takes it upon itself to pay compensation to
the victims of the government that preceded it. For the first time in
the history of a people that has been persecuted, oppressed,
plundered and despoiled for hundreds of years in the countries of
Europe, a persecutor and despoiler has been obliged to return part
of his spoils and has even undertaken to make collective reparation
as partial compensation for material losses.

Something more than moral pressure calls America to reparations. We cannot
escape our history. All of our solutions to the great problems of health care,
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education, housing, and economic inequality are troubled by what must go
unspoken. “The reason black people are so far behind now is not because of
now,” Clyde Ross told me. “It’s because of then.” In the early 2000s, Charles
Ogletree went to Tulsa, Oklahoma, to meet with the survivors of the 1921
race riot that had devastated “Black Wall Street.” The past was not the past to
them. “It was amazing seeing these black women and men who were
crippled, blind, in wheelchairs,” Ogletree told me. “I had no idea who they
were and why they wanted to see me. They said, ‘We want you to represent us
in this lawsuit.’ ”

A commission authorized by the Oklahoma legislature produced a report
affirming that the riot, the knowledge of which had been suppressed for years,
had happened. But the lawsuit ultimately failed, in 2004. Similar suits pushed

In the spring of 1921, a white mob leveled “Black Wall Street” in Tulsa, Oklahoma. Here,
wounded prisoners ride in an Army truck during the martial law imposed by the Oklahoma
governor in response to the race riot. (Hulton-Deutsch Collection/Corbis)
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against corporations such as Aetna (which insured slaves) and Lehman
Brothers (whose co-founding partner owned them) also have thus far failed.
These results are dispiriting, but the crime with which reparations activists
charge the country implicates more than just a few towns or corporations. The
crime indicts the American people themselves, at every level, and in nearly
every configuration. A crime that implicates the entire American people
deserves its hearing in the legislative body that represents them.

John Conyers’s HR 40 is the vehicle for that hearing. No one can know what
would come out of such a debate. Perhaps no number can fully capture the
multi-century plunder of black people in America. Perhaps the number is so
large that it can’t be imagined, let alone calculated and dispensed. But I
believe that wrestling publicly with these questions matters as much as—if not
more than—the specific answers that might be produced. An America that
asks what it owes its most vulnerable citizens is improved and humane. An
America that looks away is ignoring not just the sins of the past but the sins of
the present and the certain sins of the future. More important than any single
check cut to any African American, the payment of reparations would
represent America’s maturation out of the childhood myth of its innocence
into a wisdom worthy of its founders.

N 2010, JACOB S. RUGH, then a doctoral candidate at Princeton, and the
sociologist Douglas S. Massey published a study of the recent foreclosure
crisis. Among its drivers, they found an old foe: segregation. Black home

buyers—even after controlling for factors like creditworthiness—were still
more likely than white home buyers to be steered toward subprime loans.
Decades of racist housing policies by the American government, along with
decades of racist housing practices by American businesses, had conspired to
concentrate African Americans in the same neighborhoods. As in North
Lawndale half a century earlier, these neighborhoods were filled with people
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who had been cut off from mainstream financial institutions. When subprime
lenders went looking for prey, they found black people waiting like ducks in a
pen.

“Wells Fargo mortgage had an
emerging-markets unit that
specifically targeted black
churches.”

“High levels of segregation create a natural market for subprime lending,”
Rugh and Massey write, “and cause riskier mortgages, and thus foreclosures,
to accumulate disproportionately in racially segregated cities’ minority
neighborhoods.”

Plunder in the past made plunder in the present efficient. The banks of
America understood this. In 2005, Wells Fargo promoted a series of Wealth
Building Strategies seminars. Dubbing itself “the nation’s leading originator
of home loans to ethnic minority customers,” the bank enrolled black public
figures in an ostensible effort to educate blacks on building “generational
wealth.” But the “wealth building” seminars were a front for wealth theft. In
2010, the Justice Department filed a discrimination suit against Wells Fargo
alleging that the bank had shunted blacks into predatory loans regardless of
their creditworthiness. This was not magic or coincidence or misfortune. It
was racism reifying itself. According to The New York Times, affidavits found
loan officers referring to their black customers as “mud people” and to their
subprime products as “ghetto loans.”
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“We just went right after them,” Beth Jacobson, a former Wells Fargo loan
officer, told The Times. “Wells Fargo mortgage had an emerging-markets unit
that specifically targeted black churches because it figured church leaders had
a lot of influence and could convince congregants to take out subprime
loans.”

In 2011, Bank of America agreed to pay $355 million to settle charges of
discrimination against its Countrywide unit. The following year, Wells Fargo
settled its discrimination suit for more than $175 million. But the damage
had been done. In 2009, half the properties in Baltimore whose owners had
been granted loans by Wells Fargo between 2005 and 2008 were vacant; 71
percent of these properties were in predominantly black neighborhoods.

***

If you wish to comment, you may do so here.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

TA-NEHISI COATES is a national correspondent for The Atlantic, where he writes
about culture, politics, and social issues. He is the author of The Beautiful
Struggle and Between the World and Me.

 Twitter

The Case for Reparations by Ta-Nehisi Coates - The Atlantic https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2014/06/the-case-for-...

66 of 66 7/29/17, 9:11 AM


