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Does nation owe blacks for slavery? 

BYLINE: Felix Hoover, Dispatch Religion Reporter

Fess up, white America.

For what, black America?

Slavery. You know what you did with 4 million of my ancestors from Africa

and all.

Not me. That was Old America, long dead. I'm New America. You don't see me with any slaves, do you? I might work like one, but I don't have any.

Don't laugh this off; I'm serious. Are you trying to tell me that everything

you have, you've earned entirely by yourself?

No question. And if you work as hard as I do, maybe get a little education

along the way, you can do the same thing, too.

You're saying that my kids have access to the same schools, housing and help as yours and eventually will have as many opportunities in the work force?

Not only am I saying it, that's the law of the land.

I'm not going to get into that law stuff; it seems that you pretty much wrote that for your own convenience. As for the land, wasn't there some talk about my folks getting 40 acres each?

Yeah, and a mule. But not everything gets past the talking stage. You know how that is. And besides, that was way more than a century ago. You've had

all that time to catch up.

Like you didn't throw any other barriers up along the way?

I told you, that wasn't me. I think I've had enough of this. If you don't like it here, you can go back where you came from.

I came from Grant Hospital, same as you.

And same as me, lots of black folks have worked their way into the middle

class. It looks to me like you've got a pretty good deal compared with the

rest of the world.

Maybe so, but not as good as it could be. Anyway, New America needs to

remember that your people and mine are interwoven, much as we were in Old America. To be the best America, you have to do a lot better by me.

I'm not making any promises, but what do you want?

A growing movement

For 246 years of enslavement of their ancestors, many black Americans feel

that reparations are long overdue.

Among the leaders of a national effort to secure such a gesture are Randall

Robinson, founder and president of Transafrica, an organization that acts on

behalf of Africa and the Caribbean on U.S. policy matters; and Rep. John

Conyers Jr., D-Mich., who since 1989 has sponsored legislation to create a

commission to study the effects of slavery.

None of Conyers' proposals, "to acknowledge the fundamental injustice,

cruelty, brutality and inhumanity of slavery in the United States and the 13

American colonies between 1619 and 1865," has reached the full House.

Robinson is among the signatories to the Black Manifesto, which concludes

that Congress should hold hearings to establish the basis for reparations and the amount.

The manifesto asserts that blacks are entitled to compensation under the

legal doctrine of "unjust enrichment," which calls for restitution when one

person wrongly benefits at someone else's expense.

The manifesto says one legacy of slavery is blacks' difficulty in accumulating wealth and bequeathing it to the next generation.

"The injury survives in the overrepresentation of poverty, and all the

pathologies it spawns, within the African-American community," it states. "

Not least of such pathologies is self-hate, lack of confidence and lack of

self-understanding."

In Ohio, Columbus is joining Cincinnati, Cleveland and Dayton by forming a chapter of the Washington-based National Coalition of Blacks for Reparations in America, said Abdur-Rashid Ali of Cincinnati, chairman of the coalition's international committee.

Involvement of high-profile blacks, including lawyers Johnny Cochran, who

defended O.J. Simpson; Alexander J. Pires Jr., who won a $ 1 billion settlement against the U.S. Department of Agriculture on behalf of black

farmers; and Willie E. Gary, who won a $ 500 million judgment against the

world's largest funeral-home operation, is heightening interest in

reparations, Ali said.

The lawyers are part of the Reparations Assessment Group, which is preparing a lawsuit to parallel legislative attempts to gain restitution.

"Now that the grass-roots movement has moved into academia and the legal

community, you can't put the genie back in the bottle," Ali said.

Some blacks take an interest in the reparations question after they do genealogical research and learn about atrocities against ancestors, Ali said.

Opposing views

Many black Americans think reparations aren't warranted.

They include Ezola Foster, an author and teacher in California who was Pat

Buchanan's Reform Party running mate in the 2000 presidential election.

In her book, What's Right for all Americans, she wrote: "Quite frankly, I

think that blacks are blessed to be Americans. The suffering of our ancestors under slavery is an ugly, tragic chapter of America's history, but I pray that they will rest in peace, and I thank them for enduring their pain. There is no place I would rather live than in America. Our past had a future -- a future for us."

Foster sees reparations not as a moral imperative but as "a prescription for

even more strife between the races."

The mere mention of the topic is enough to heat the water in office coolers.

Or to generate hushed grumbling, as often happens when race is at issue. Add money, and discussions boil.

Barbara Nicholson, executive director at the King Arts Complex on Mount

Vernon Avenue, said the complexity of reparations intensifies the volatility.

"I haven't figured a way we can do it without creating further schism," she

said. Also elusive, she said, is a remedy "that truly levels the playing field."

Many whites believe they have no responsibility for things that took place

generations ago, but Nicholson said whites continue to benefit from slavery

because society generally embraces them more readily than blacks.

"If you receive the benefits, you are not entirely scot-free," she said.

Discussions about reparations have been ongoing since the Civil War.

In Robinson's book The Debt: What America Owes to Blacks, he acknowledges that some blacks received land in Dixie under the Southern Homestead Act of1866. But Union Army  Gen. William T. Sherman's promise of "40 acres and a mule" for every ex-slave never became reality because President Andrew Johnson nixed it.

In recent months, some black senior citizens have found the principles

underlying reparations so persuasive that they have fallen prey to apparent

scam artists who mailed letters soliciting claims under a "Slave Reparations

Act." No such measure exists.

Other blacks have tried to file for federal income-tax credits or refunds

related to reparations for slavery, but federal law makes no such provisions. Some filings presumably were done innocently, while others as acts of civil disobedience, all at peril of fines or imprisonment.

For every major pro-reparations argument in the Black Manifesto, author,

editor and columnist David Horowitz cites one against.

In the online publication FrontPage Magazine, he wrote "Ten Reasons Why

Reparations for Slavery is a Bad Idea -- and Racist, Too."

He wrote that no single group was responsible for slavery; no one group

benefited from it; and most living Americans have no connection to the

institution.

And while only a minority of whites owned slaves, Horowitz argues, 350,000 white Americans paid with their lives to free blacks in the Civil War.

In 1863, during that conflict, the Emancipation Proclamation ended slavery

in the Confederacy, at least nominally. Two years later, the 13th Amendment

abolished the practice nationwide.

Reopening history?

Many Americans of both races figure that what's done is done. Nothing can be added, nor needs to be, especially because some blacks owned slaves.

Some critics of reparations liken bondage in this country to that in many

other civilizations throughout history, including African ones. They assert

that the Atlantic slave trade wouldn't have flourished without the willingness of many African rulers to sell captives from other tribes they had defeated -- even sometimes members of their own tribes.

Backers of reparations tend to concentrate on the black lives lost and the

agony and indignity suffered by black men, women and children.

Some modern Americans see their country's ethnic mixture changing so rapidly that eventually no group will form a majority. For them, questions of

slavery and its legacy seem pointless.

But the Rev. Tim Ahrens, senior minister at First Congregational Church on

E. Broad Street, said new multiracial configurations won't get proper

attention until unsettled business between blacks and whites is resolved.  His congregation is about 95 percent white and 5 percent minority, mostly

black.

"It would be like facing the Holocaust 150 years from now," Ahrens said. "

It needs to be dealt with as soon as possible; it should have been years ago."

Fred Parker, president of the Columbus branch of the National Association

for the Advancement of Colored People, said that he doesn't think blacks

will receive reparations in his lifetime. And while he thinks it's more important for the association to devote its energy to things that are more

likely to occur, he still believes that reparations should stay on the public agenda.

"It's something this country tends to sweep under the carpet and forget

about," he said. "They don't even acknowledge the trickle-down effect that

slavery has had on African-Americans in this country, educationally,

economically, politically or any issue you choose."

Samuel Gresham Jr., president of the Columbus Urban League, said monetary redress would be nice, but an apology is paramount.  What's important for him, he said, is "an acknowledgment for the wrong and an attempt to atone for it with some sort of compensation, whether it be a word, touch or some other expression."

Some predominantly white religious denominations, notably Southern Baptists, United Methodists and the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, have issued apologies for slavery and asked for racial reconciliation.

Words alone aren't enough, Parker said.  "I consider them nice gestures," he said. "It's a feel-good thing, but what tangibly does it do to improve the plight of African-Americans in this country?"

Whose responsibility?

Horowitz's list suggests that whatever plight blacks face today is of their

own doing. Moreover, reparations already have been paid, he said.

"Since the passage of the Civil Rights Act and the advent of the Great

Society in 1965, trillions of dollars in transfer payments have been made to

African-Americans in the form of welfare benefits and racial preferences (in

contracts, job placements and educational admissions) -- all under the rationale of redressing historic racial grievances," he said. "It is said that reparations are necessary to achieve a healing between African-Americans and other Americans. If million-dollar restitution and a wholesale rewriting of American law (in order to accommodate racial preferences) is not enough to achieve healing, what is?"

Parker sees things differently.  "I don't agree with the notion that because some African-Americans have received welfare, that would be perceived as reparation," he said. "More white folks have received welfare than African-Americans. And fewer African-American males are attending four-year colleges than in the recent past, even less when you consider graduate and professional school."

Many blacks grew up in families that couldn't afford higher education or

didn't provide an environment to encourage it, Parker said. That so many of

today's black college students are educational pioneers in their families

"is a travesty in 2001," he said.

Gresham and others say models for reparations are available because the

government has compensated Americans of Japanese descent who were sent to internment camps during World War II, or in some cases their heirs.

Compensation also has been paid to American Indians for confiscated land.

Meanwhile, survivors of the Holocaust and their heirs continue efforts to

seek compensation for lives and property lost to the Nazi campaign of

looting and genocide against Jews and others in World War II.

Some wrongs are comparable, but others are not, said Alan S. Katchen,

director of community relations for the Columbus Jewish Federation.

"The Jewish community believes that the circumstances of the Holocaust were unique in history and the issue of reparations specifically has been based on the idea of restitution to people who were directly involved and their heirs," he said.

Katchen said the same principle should apply for blacks who can prove direct harm to themselves or their ancestors. He cites Rosewood, Fla., where in 1923 a series of lynchings and torturings of blacks set off racial fighting

in which members of both races were killed.

He said compensation is appropriate for the victims of murder and arson in

the infamous Tulsa, Okla., race riot of 1921, when a black neighborhood

known as Greenwood was virtually destroyed.

"If you get to the broader issue, reparations to anybody who is a descendant

of slaves in this country, that doesn't make sense to me," he said. "In my

family, obviously we lost people in the Holocaust, but that doesn't mean I'm

entitled to reparations."

An apology, however, is appropriate for descendants of slaves.

"It's not a lack of sympathy for these crimes," Katchen said. "To recognize

that these crimes were committed seems absolutely appropriate; generations

have suffered."

Political question

U.S. Rep. Pat Tiberi, R-Columbus, said the reparations question came up

during last year's congressional campaign, when he won election to his first

term.

He said he doesn't see reparations as moving the country toward being a

color-blind society in which all are treated equally.

Pastors and other church leaders have a role in seeing that all Americans

are accorded respect, he said.

"That's something I believe can be better accomplished than spending unknown billions in reparations; I don't know that this would move us forward, " Tiberi said.

Linda James Myers, associate professor of African-American and African

Studies at Ohio State University, said reparations are due to blacks who can

trace their family histories and show ancestors living in this country,

particularly in the South, in the late 1800s. This would include all blacks

with an oral history of their forebears' being enslaved, but with no record

of their family's gaining freedom.

She would want a panel of black experts to identify land to fulfill the old

40-acres promise.

The value of land given to a family would reflect that family's economic and

educational deprivation, she said. Those entitled to compensation could take

a cash alternative or sell the land and the mule at market value.

Some advocates of reparation point to $ 20,000, the amount awarded Japanese internees, as an appropriate settlement for blacks. Others prefer that payments go to community programs or scholarship pools, not to individuals.

Some call for $ 100,000 for blacks who choose to emigrate.

And who should pay, the government or other sources?

The manifesto says: "Regardless of what private parties may have chosen to

do in the exploitative, white supremacist context created by the government,

it was the force and application of the law that fundamentally enabled their

ability to exercise their choices."

The document acknowledges that most Americans didn't own slaves and says that it's not directed at those who bear no guilt.

Whatever guilt might be attached to slavery is too distant for amends to be

made, Foster wrote.

"Those who now demand their pound of flesh are the unwitting victims of

slavery."

And if anyone should fess up, she wrote, it's black leaders who are trying

to legitimize reparations.

"The only ones who stand to benefit are those who are trying to ride the

issue to power," she wrote.

Said Ali: "The reality is that we're going to be paid."
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