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Preface

Up to a few years ago, I had no interest in writing about reparations.
Vernon E. Jordan Jr., an African American Washington power broker,
former civil rights leader, and lawyer, was on my campus promoting
his then just-released memoir, Vernon Can Read! During the question-
and-answer session, someone asked what he thought about the issue
of reparations. Jordan said something to the effect that he didn’t think
much about it because (1) he didn’t need the money and (2) it wasn’t
going to happen. While the response drew chuckles, I felt it was flip-
pant and unsatisfying on several levels. First, it raised but then ignored
class issues that have arisen in the Black “community” since Jordan’s
days as a leader of the civil rights movement. Second, by framing it as
being only about money, Jordan reduced a complicated issue to a sim-
ple payment that many reparations advocates themselves oppose.
Third, by framing the question in a self-centered way, Jordan helped
ensure that it would not happen and exhibited the kind of transac-
tional rather than transformative leadership that have made many
people cynical about contemporary Black leadership. In a broader
sense, I couldn’t help but think that the reason that reparations will not
happen is as important as the reason that they will happen. Moreover,
such predictions of failure ignore the positive aspects of identity and
political community that could emerge from just the struggle itself.

Around the same time as Jordan’s talk, I was routinely checking
the book tables at the local Costco when I found Randall Robinson’s
book The Debt: What America Owes to Blacks. I was amazed to find a
book on such a controversial racial topic in a mass superstore. Appar-
ently, despite Jordan’s dismissal, reparations apparently have arrived
as a popular topic.

The combination of the two events made me start thinking seri-
ously about the subject. Reparations have been an issue since the Civil
War, but during my lifetime they have been promoted only by small
groups of Black nationalists, such as Harlem’s Queen Mother Moore.
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Now they are moving into the mainstream. Even if Vernon Jordan is
not interested, prominent members of the Black elite like Jesse Jack-
son, John Conyers, and Randall Robinson are. Nonetheless, despite
their support and polls indicating African Americans’ overwhelm-
ingly favorable views, White Americans have been adamantly op-
posed to reparations. I find it ironic that the last two presidents—rep-
resenting the two major political parties—would both travel to Africa
and apologize to Africans for America’s role in the slave trade but re-
fuse to apologize to African Americans at home.

It has become evident that starting any conversation about repara-
tions in terms of financial compensation due to Blacks, as Jordan did,
quickly draws a negative response. This response usually is, Why
should I have to pay for something I didn’t do? But if the question is
shifted from Who will pay the financial compensation? to Why hasn’t
there been an apology from the president and/or Congress for slavery
and state-sponsored segregation? this often prompts a much more com-
plex and tortured response. Many, including almost all our political
leaders, have invoked the danger of resurrecting the past. Then in Au-
gust 2005, Hurricane Katrina struck, and the history of racial segrega-
tion, economic disadvantage, and White fear was before our eyes and
impossible to ignore. Yet for seemingly endless days, they were ignored
as people, mainly Black, died. Then came the questions about race, pov-
erty, and citizenship. This book is my contribution to that discourse.

Several people read earlier drafts of this manuscript, and I hope the
end product meets their approval, even though they bear no responsi-
bility for its shortcomings. These readers included Dianne Pinder-
hughes, Robert Allen, George Lipsitz, and Robert Blauner. Scharn
Robinson was helpful on legal issues early in this process. I also want
to thank the students in my graduate seminar on racial reparations,
graduate student researchers Allen Caldwell and David Leonard, li-
brarian Corliss Lee, and the staff in the Department of African Ameri-
can Studies at the University of California at Berkeley. I offer my
thanks, as always, to my family and especially my wife, Loretta, for
their love and support. Finally, my appreciation goes to Ilene Kalish
and the staff and reviewers at New York University Press for their in-
terest in and contributions to this work.

Let those who have been forgotten be re-remembered and let the
healing begin.
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