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So understanding that our present world order is one that was built as a global racial empire helps us explain where advantage and disadvantage accumulates and for whom. Cumulative advantage and disadvantage are potential features of social systems of any size. But it is important to remember that we happen to live in one big global social system, so these patterns occur at massive as well as micro scales.
The system distributes social advantages such as wealth, bargaining power, prestige, and even attention toward certain parts of the world and certain populations within those regions. At a global scale, these forces shift advantages across countries and continents, toward the so called Global North. Disadvantages are shunted toward the developing nations, the Global South. At a lower scale, viewed within countries or regions, the order of things tends to shift advantages toward people racialized as white and disadvantages toward Indigenous peoples and those racialized as Black.
The global and the national scales are deeply related in ways that invite more nationally or regionally focused views of reparations. In fact, they often seem to have a sort of fractal structure—the racial realities visible at small scales, in the interactions and distributions of power and vulnerability within nations or communities, re-appear when analyzing relationships between nations or world regions. African American scholar W. E. B. Du Bois expressed this idea powerfully when he used “the Color Line” to explain divides between Black and white individuals in nineteenth century United States, as well as the geopolitical lines of power and conflict. The US Civil War—an internal battle over the institution of slavery in the world’s most powerful “slave power”—provides an excellent example of the connections between national and global politics that DuBois described.
The US Civil War was an event that had domestic stakes (whether or not slavery would be legal within US borders) and global stakes (where the global market would get its supply of cotton, and who would profit). The global nature of the battle over slavery was not lost on the Southern planter elite. As historian Matthew Karp shows, the Southern elite of the United States were a highly politically literate and cosmopolitan class, responsible for the first citations of lofty intellectuals like G. W. F. Hegel and Auguste Comte in Congressional proceedings.47 They tracked economic and political developments across the globe and exerted considerable influence over US foreign policy with an eye toward defending slaveholder interests against the mutually supporting forces of enslaved people’s rebellions and insurgent abolitionism. Much of the country had been created by recent imperial conquest: the 1846 invasion of Mexico increased the size of the United States by half a million square miles, and wars of Indigenous dispossession and elimination like the Creek War of 1813 had made it possible to settle the lower South and produce commodities for the global market.48
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