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In the decades following the Second World War, the globe underwent massive transformation. It was possible then to believe that the global colonial system was cracking, and possible to believe it was ready to crumble. Ultimately, however, while some meaningful power changed hands and the globe’s political architecture adjusted, the core of the system proved resilient. The channels distributing wealth, political rights, and violence around the globe continued to operate as new enforcement mechanisms arose, ranging from overt and formally acknowledged levers of power and influence (including the International Monetary Fund and World Bank) to the covert tactics of spycraft and propaganda that characterized the political conflict of the Cold War. The mid-twentieth century started the remaking of the world but it only got so far. The project of reparations is to finish the job.
In 1946, the year immediately following the disastrous global conflict, there were only 35 member nations of the United Nations. But the devastation of the World War spelled opportunity for the colonized of the world. The British Empire, which had ruled over a quarter of the world’s population and land before the war, was eclipsed in power by the United States and the Soviet Union.1 Other major imperial powers were in similarly dire economic and political straits, most notably the French and German states. Resistance was immediate and impossible to contain. A wave of movements seized the opportunity and rebelled, with tactics ranging from insider negotiations to open warfare. When the dust settled in 1970, the number of member-states in the United Nations had nearly quadrupled, from 35 to 127.2
Resistance often took the immediate form of a struggle for national independence. In the Third World, the colonial overlords were pushed out, time and again: a Vietnamese army defeated the French at Dien Bien Phu, and Algeria outlasted them in a war of attrition; Cape Verde, Guinea-Bissau, Angola, and Mozambique fought successful, linked wars against their Portuguese overlord; in Kenya, the Mau Mau rebellion violently opposed the rule of Britain, which was still smarting from its disastrous 1947 exit from the Indian subcontinent.
The racial social structure spread by European colonialism had penetrated most of the globe. Accordingly, the resistance to it wasn’t confined to the Third World. The 1960s and 1970s also saw a surge in anti-racist activism in the First World, especially in the United States.
The anti-colonial and anti-racist movements were linked. According to sociologist Judith Rollins, some Americans of color even referred to themselves during this period as “Third World Americans.”3 Prominent African American activist Paul Robeson wrote an article illustratively named “Ho Chi Minh is the Toussaint L’Ouverture of Indo-China,” comparing the Communist leader of the successful 1940s anti-colonial conflict against the French empire to L’Ouverture, a leader in Haiti’s late eighteenth century war of independence against the very same empire. The US federal government was acutely aware of the liability that racial discrimination at home posed to their attempts to win newly independent countries in Asia and Africa to their side of the Cold War.4
In some cases, they shared more than a sense of solidarity. In 1968, a group of Black activists in Detroit, Michigan decided to pursue the same goal that many former colonies had: national independence. Naming their organization the “Republic of New Afrika,” they aimed to become a country, demanding that the United States cede the land occupied by Alabama, Louisiana, Mississippi, Georgia, and South Carolina, along with a payment of $300 billion to get the fledgling nation started.5 The group featured important figures in the African American political tradition. Among these were “Queen Mother” Audley Moore (founder of the Universal Association of Ethiopian Women and the Committee for Reparations for Descendants of US Slaves, as well as a member of the Communist Party), and NAACP local-chapter president turned radical Robert F. Williams, author of the classic Negroes with Guns, a text influential to later Black radical organizations such as the Black Panthers. 6
A legal scholar associated with the group, Dr. Nkechi Taifa, made an exceptionally clear argument for reparations. She argued that the amount of money given to the Republic of New Afrika should be “at least sufficient to assure the new nation a reasonable chance of success in solving the problems imposed on us by the Americans in our status as a colonized people,” since “[t]he concept of reparations is closely tied to that of self-determination and should not be divorced from it.”7 This would require that Black American descendants of slavery be given the opportunity to choose their political destiny via a voting process. Taifa’s explanation provides a national-level example of what I’m calling the ‘constructive view’ of reparations.
The moral impetus for the project is the past and present treatment of enslaved people and their descendants. But the target of the project—the difference it wants to make in the world produced by those moral crimes—is neither a project of reconciliation nor redemption. It is a forward-looking target, a future goal to remake the world map, in this case by adding a self-determining country.
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