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Here, Coates, or I myself, might have been surprised. At least some of those things are precisely what we want from reparations. Hughes exploits a haze of ambiguity around reparations: what are they about? Adolph Reed, Jr. describes the call for reparations for African Americans as a blend of “material, symbolic, and psychological components.”4 Reed explains that the United States’s long history of slavery and racial economic apartheid has cost African Americans in direct and indirect “material” ways, which include racially discriminatory lending practices, as well as the violent exclusion of Blacks from voting and other aspects of public political life. Reparations projects that involve financial payment of some kind might go some distance toward remedying this. But also important are means of addressing impersonal material considerations such as political representation, as well as attempts to counter symbolic injustices, such as monuments and memorials that continue to propagate the ideology of global racism. Finally, some proponents of reparations believe that they will raise collective racial consciousness and provide tools to address social pathologies that are related to the painful history of slavery and racial domination.
Reed thinks the ambiguity caused by these separate categories of goals is a liability, since elites can then exploit it by choosing the version of reparations that is cheapest for them: the symbolic. We have already seen this tendency at work: in Washington, D.C., the capital of the United States, the mayor decided to paint “Black Lives Matter” on the plaza in front of the White House, in response to the 2020 summer of protests against racist police violence. There, mere days later, law enforcement continued to brutalize protestors while the mayor supported a multimillion dollar budget increase to their budget.5 More important, overinvestment from any level of society into such symbolic reparations could detract energy and resources from an alternative, preferable political project: “building broad solidarity across race, gender, and other identities around shared concerns of daily life” like “access to quality health care, the right to a decent and dignified livelihood, affordable housing, quality education for all.” Here, Reed sounds the alarm later raised by Hughes—that the call for reparations for some distracts from a more worthy political project that would provide justice for all.
But what if the project for reparations was the project for “safer neighborhoods and better schools,” for a “less punitive justice system,” for “the right to a decent and dignified livelihood”? What if building the just world was reparations? Indeed, this book will ask, what other form of reparations could even be meaningful in the context of our reality?
Keeanga-Yamahtta Taylor pointed out, in a discussion with Reed on this subject, that the struggle to build a just social system can’t be won through simple “universal” programs addressing “common” problems. Taylor gives the example of the large disparity rate in maternal mortality between Black mothers and white mothers: the accumulated history of disparate and discriminatory treatment and policy means that not all of the relevant social problems are, in fact, common to both.6 To build a just health care system, we would have to address both lack of access due to unjust economic structures and lack of access due to unfair gender- and race-based discrimination. From the point of view of building a just health care system, then, these goals aren’t substitutes for each other; they are complementary.
In Freedom Dreams, Robin D. G. Kelley takes up a similar perspective. After a historical analysis of many eras of reparations campaigns in the United States, he concludes that “it was never entirely, or even primarily, about money. The demand for reparations was about social justice, reconciliation, reconstructing 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 securing 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.”7
The goal of Reconsidering Reparations is to argue for this perspective: the view that reparation is a construction project. Accordingly, I call this way of thinking about the relationship between justice’s past and future the constructive view of reparations.
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