Monetary reparations cannot address truth telling – It must break out of its anti-black conceptions of wealth and expand, radically, to distributive justice. 
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Another set of distributional claims, known as reparations, do seek to directly address the ongoing legacy of racial violence, slavery, genocide and colonialism. There are examples of reparations being made for such acts. For instance, in 2003 the British government made a payment of over £ 20 million in reparations to more than 5,000 survivors of the Mau Mau rebellion (Balint, 2016). After World War II, Germany was ordered to pay reparations for the Holocaust to Polish and Jewish survivors (Kelley, 2002). In 1989, the US was ordered to pay over US$ 1.2 billion to Japanese-American survivors of internment by the US government during World War II (Campbell, 2009). More recently, the Canadian Human Rights Tribunal issued a decision that the Canadian federal government pay CA$ 40,000 per child impacted by the country’s residential schools, totalling over CA$ 2 billion (Cultural Survival, n.d.).4 And in 2021, Germany offered Namibia € 1.1 billion in development aid as a gesture of reconciliation for the Herero-Nama genocide (Oltermann, 2021). While in practice reparations have been largely administered in relation to concrete collective claims for monetary redress recognized by the state and judiciary (as in the examples above), reparations can also be integrated into larger redistributive systems in order to change unjust social and economic structures while providing an avenue for recognition and truth telling. (Rubio-Marin, 2009). This is particularly vital because structures put in place during colonialism and slavery continue to pattern local and global societies and economies. For instance, racism which evolved during British colonization, the trans-Atlantic slave trade, slavery and Jim Crow laws, has shaped and continues to shape racist norms, laws and policies underpinning the US economy and society (Darity and Mullen, 2020). In her ethnography of Jamaica, Deborah Thomas (2011) sees reparations as more than monetary or procedural, and calls for a structural framing of distributional claims. This shifts reparations away from purely economic justice, and towards variegated forms of redistribution plus recognition, in line with what Thomas calls a ‘reparations framework for thinking’. Such a reparations framework for thinking compels a refocusing on how ‘the current structural inequalities have emerged and persist as a result of real and codified institutional discrimination rather than because of cultural “deviation” and “dysfunctions”’ (Thomas, 2011: 6). Thomas explores the links between contemporary economic inequality in Jamaica and slavery, for instance in the way provisioning practices by slave owners are linked to contemporary politics, or the way slavery’s effects on family structures underpin culturalist views of poverty or violence. The key to a reparations way of thinking is the recognition of the continuity of historical and contemporary structures of oppression. A reparations way of thinking can thus enable demands for both recognition and monetary redistribution alongside structural reform. This article places calls for redistributory and reparatory justice in dialogue, tracing points of overlap and friction. In particular, we juxtapose justice-based claims for the universal distribution of wealth generated by previous generations or via collective resources with claims for redress for the ways in which such wealth creation dispossessed and oppressed certain groups. Placing proposals for a universal rightful share based on claims of distributory justice within a reparations framework leads us to consider whether (re)distribution can be both universal and reparative of specific historical wrongs. In so doing, we also explore whether distributory justice can be rightful without being reparative of specific historical wrongs, asking if historical and ongoing racialized violence can be adequately addressed by focusing purely on class-based economic redistribution, which is often the main concern of distributional claims.
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