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An Invitation 

I’ve always believed that jazz is a metaphor for how the world should be. Birthed as an 
embodiment of Black humanity, jazz requires many voices, instruments, rhythms, and 
melodies to come together to create something beautiful. Social movements are similar. 
Many voices are required to win—each with different assets, experiences, networks, and 
roles. To reach critical mass, we sing together in harmony, with each pitch reaching a 
different audience. Like jazz, we come together to sing these melodies over and over, 
and, to some, the notes in this report are familiar. Indeed, the fight for reparations is older 
than emancipation.

Time, expertise, money, relationships, and followership are just a few of the instruments 
that must work in concert, creating beautiful songs, if our movements are going to 
succeed. People positioned across different sectors of society must build the power 
necessary to create a transformative shift in the way it operates. Importantly, we need 
everyone—because voices on the sidelines are a powerful endorsement of the inequitable 
status quo. As Desmond Tutu wrote, “If you are neutral in situations of injustice, you have 
chosen the side of the oppressor.”

There currently is a door of opportunity, and stepping through it requires courage. In the 
five years since co-founding Liberation Ventures, I’ve spoken to hundreds of people in 
and outside of philanthropy about our work. Many have been hesitant to publicly support 
our cause, worried that merely saying the word reparations would put their credibility 
or status at risk. Such hesitation is the result of a centuries-long campaign to discredit 
Black people, in an attempt to rob us of our dignity and inherent sense of our own worth 
through anti-Black narratives about our deservedness, financial acumen, character, and 
more. I know it takes courage to stand tall against such a strong current, but the power 
that comes from standing in the truth is infinite—and the transformative impact that we 
say we want requires it.

For instance, many of the philanthropic dollars aimed to close the racial wealth gap often 
address symptoms rather than eliminate its causes—including its largest driver, which is 
intergenerational wealth transfer. We must invest in solutions that match the scale of the 
problems. Reparations and comprehensive racial repair are required to build the world we 
all deserve.

Liberation Ventures chose to partner with The Bridgespan Group for this research because 
we both are fellow travelers in pursuit of that world. Our organizations each reach 
different audiences, play different roles in the ecosystem, and bring different assets to the 
table—yet are driven by a shared goal: a just, thriving, multiracial democracy. In addition, 
both organizations know the value of bridging and collaboration across actors positioned 
differently throughout the field.

Aria Florant 
Co-founder and CEO,  
Liberation Ventures

http://www.liberationventures.org/
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The song of the reparations movement is intensifying. Our inability to repair the harm 
of this country’s origin deprives not just Black people, but all of us, of our humanity. 
Therefore, in essence, this issue is simple—we must do what we know is right. We must 
look ourselves in the mirror and ask: Do we really want to win, or do we want to look 
good losing? Liberation Ventures plays to win—as does this incredible movement, full of 
powerful leaders and organizations working toward reparations across the country. We 
are connected and strategic, and we are moving forward. Now is our time, and we need 
everyone to play their part. Join us.

In solidarity,
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Introduction

In 2021, almost 100 years after local government officials in 
southern California seized the beachfront land of a Black 
couple to placate white neighbors complaining about a “Negro 
invasion,” the tide shifted. Ownership of Bruce’s Beach, once 
home to the couple’s thriving resort for Black beachgoers, was 
transferred back to the Bruce family.

It meant that descendants of Willa and Charles Bruce were finally able to claim 
their inheritance.

“It is never too late to right a wrong,” Janice Hahn, chair of the Los Angeles County Board 
of Supervisors told the press at the time. “Bruce’s Beach was taken nearly a century ago, 
but it was an injustice inflicted upon not just Willa and Charles Bruce but generations of 
their descendants who would, almost certainly, be millionaires today if they had been 
allowed to keep their beachfront property.”1

Today in the United States, if the wealth of white households remained stagnant, it would 
take Black families 228 years to catch up. That is more than 10 generations.2 

Make no mistake: That gap is not the result of individual “bad” choices or biased myths 
that some groups are more hardworking than others. Instead, it is the result of what one 
historian dubs “hard histories”—a pattern of race-based policies, fueled and sustained 
by anti-Black narratives, that have repeatedly benefited white people while systemically 
demolishing the wealth and humanity of Black people like the Bruce family. On the 
policy front, that includes a hundred years of Jim Crow laws; the National Housing 
Act and redlining; Social Security’s exclusion of the majority of Black people for about 
two decades; and the GI Bill, which, in practice, also excluded nearly two million Black 
veterans3—all in addition to more than two centuries of enslavement. (See the timeline 
on page 9.) That American history of anti-Blackness and discrimination helps explain 
why Where Is My Land, the organization created by Kavon Ward, a lead organizer in the 
return of Bruce’s Beach, currently has a waiting list of more than 700 Black families with 
compelling claims for stolen land and lost wealth.

What could a different future for America look like?

Imagine if there were no more American stories framed by such gaps, disparities, 
and inequities.

1	 Joe Hernandez, “A California Beach Was Seized from Black Owners in 1924. Their Family Just Got It Back,” 
National Public Radio, June 29, 2022. 

2	 Chuck Collins, Dedrick Asante-Muhammad, Josh Hoxie, and Emanuel Nieves, The Ever-Growing Gap: Failing to 
Address the Status Quo Will Drive the Racial Wealth Divide for Centuries to Come, Institute for Policy Studies, 
August 8, 2016.

3	 Linda J. Bilmes and Cornell William Brooks, “The GI Bill Was One of the Worst Racial Injustices of the 20th 
Century. Congress Can Fix It,” The Boston Globe, February 23, 2022.

https://hardhistory.jhu.edu/
https://whereismyland.org/
https://www.npr.org/2021/09/30/1041837156/bruces-beach-manhattan-newsom-los-angeles
https://ips-dc.org/report-ever-growing-gap/
https://www.bostonglobe.com/2022/02/23/opinion/gi-bill-was-one-worst-racial-injustices-20th-century-congress-can-fix-it/
https://www.bostonglobe.com/2022/02/23/opinion/gi-bill-was-one-worst-racial-injustices-20th-century-congress-can-fix-it/
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Imagine an America that refuses to avert its gaze 
from the harms caused by systemic racism and 
instead collectively leans into the hard work of 
repair and transformation, even if all its benefits 
may not be seen in this lifetime.

Imagine an America where the fullness of 
Black creativity, ingenuity, and potential is 
finally revealed.

Currently, there is a broad ecosystem of 
grassroots organizations, nonprofits, artists, 
scholars, multiracial coalitions, leaders of color, 
and, yes, philanthropists, foundations,  
and other funders working across the United 

States who see reparations for Black people and creating a culture of racial repair as the 
missing piece to get to that better world, for everyone.

“When we ask for donors to support reparations, we are not begging for money for Black 
people. We’re extending a lifeline into your humanity, into your liberation and freedom, 
by being a part of this healing journey and process,” says Edgar Villanueva, founder and 
CEO of the Decolonizing Wealth Project. “When we work to repair as a nation—including 
ensuring Black folks achieve reparations—we are all going to benefit tremendously, and 
there are going to be generational impacts.”

 When we work to repair 
as a nation—including 
ensuring Black folks achieve 
reparations—we are all going 
to benefit tremendously, 
and there are going to be 
generational impacts.”

EDGAR VILLANUEVA, FOUNDER AND CEO  
THE DECOLONIZING WEALTH PROJECT

https://decolonizingwealth.com/
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Reparations Are About the Future
For this article, we define reparations as a comprehensive federal program that addresses 
the legacy of slavery and the centuries of documented race-based policies thereafter. 
Inextricably linked to achieving this is building and sustaining a culture of racial repair. 
(More on this on page 11.)

One of the big misconceptions about reparations is that it is a discussion stuck in the 
past—only about history long ago rather than an investment, perhaps the investment, in 
the future. Reparations and the repair that comes with it are an opening, an invitation, and 
an opportunity to transform ourselves, our communities, and our nation.

“When we think about reparations, it is not just paying for past harm. These harms are 
happening today and will continue to happen if we don’t do something about it,” says 
Ward. “This is not just a fight for the now, this is a fight for the future, too. I don’t want to 
pass this fight on to my child, and I don’t want my child to have to pass it on to her child.”

Because of that opportunity for transformation, Liberation Ventures, a reparations field 
catalyst and intermediary working to accelerate the Black-led movement for racial repair, 
and The Bridgespan Group, a global nonprofit that advises mission-driven organizations 
and philanthropists, came together to explore the role philanthropy could play in the 
movement for reparations and racial repair as a pathway toward a more equitable future. 
(Although Bridgespan has engaged deeply for more than six years in the work of its 
racial equity journey, both internally as an organization and externally in our work, it is, 
admittedly, still in the beginning stages of employing an explicit reparative lens.) For 
this research, we interviewed more than 45 movement leaders, scholars, and funders, 
conducted a literature review, and surveyed senior philanthropic leaders, with respondents 
representing more than $12 billion in assets.

For funders who believe in racial equity and aspire to a thriving multiracial democracy, 
we invite you to see reparations for Black people and building a culture of repair as a 
necessity to reach that goal. Join us in learning from those who are leading the way.

WHAT DO YOU SEE ON THE “OTHER SIDE” OF REPARATIONS?

Right now I get to choose a card, but there are only 12 cards. 
But what if I had all 52 cards, and the jokers, and I could choose 
whatever I wanted to do or be? I think that’s what the world after 
reparations looks like for Black people. And I think, for all of  
us, it means that everyone gets to live in that truth of 
everyone offered a full deck, and some haven’t been 
cheating the game the whole time.” 

ROBERT SMITH III, SENIOR PROGRAM OFFICER OF THE  
THRIVING CULTURES PROGRAM, SURDNA FOUNDATION

https://www.liberationventures.org/
https://surdna.org/
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The Racial Wealth Gap and the Opportunity 
for Transformation
Because of America’s history of race-based policy designed to build white wealth at the 
expense of Black wealth, many funders, as well as some movement leaders and scholars, 
come to the work of reparations through an interest in addressing the racial wealth gap. 
The Black-white wealth gap is $11.2 trillion.4 Closing it would add between $1 trillion 
and $1.5 trillion in GDP to the US economy. By 2050, if we eliminated additional racial 
disparities in health, incarceration, and employment, the nation would gain $8 trillion in 
GDP.5 There is a $330 billion disparity in wealth flow between white and Black families 
every year, and intergenerational wealth transfer drives 60 percent of that disparity. That 
helps to explain how the disparity in inheritances between Black recipients and their 
white counterparts is $200 billion—each year6—and how the nation’s inequities are further 
reinforced across generations.

Economist William “Sandy” Darity of Duke University, who has researched the racial wealth 
gap for decades, has long insisted that because of the size of the gap and the race-based 
national policies that created and sustained it, a federal reparations program is the only 
way to close it. “My response to philanthropists who resist this idea [of reparations] is, 
whatever else is proposed, by indirect or universal strategies, is not going to do it,” says 
Darity. “If you’re serious about closing the racial wealth gap, you have to think about direct 
mechanisms to get it done.” 

4	 William Darity Jr., “The True Cost of Closing the Racial Wealth Gap,” The New York Times, April 30, 2021. 
5	 Robert Lynch, “The Economic Benefits of Equal Opportunity in the United States by Ending Racial, Ethnic, 

and Gender Disparities,” Washington Center for Equitable Growth, June 29, 2021.
6	 Shelley Stewart III, et al., The Economic State of Black America: What Is and What Could Be, 

McKinsey & Company, June 17, 2021.

WHAT DO YOU SEE ON THE “OTHER SIDE” OF REPARATIONS?

On the other side of reparations for the Black community, 
it looks like pure joy and liberation. For the rest of 
the world, it looks like the mountaintop that King 
preached about.

ROBIN RUE SIMMONS, FOUNDER AND EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR, FIRSTREPAIR

Throughout this article, we share a sample of quotes of inspiration from 
Black leaders on what they envision on the “other side” of reparations. 

Our extended content on Bridgespan.org features quotes from more 
leaders and profiles some of the work toward a more equitable future.

https://www.nytimes.com/2021/04/30/business/racial-wealth-gap.html
https://equitablegrowth.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/062921-equal-opportunity-ib.pdf
https://equitablegrowth.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/062921-equal-opportunity-ib.pdf
https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/diversity-and-inclusion/the-economic-state-of-black-america-what-is-and-what-could-be
https://firstrepair.org/
https://www.bridgespan.org/insights/philanthropys-role-in-reparations-and-racial-repair
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White Wealth

Black Wealth

$

$

Note: �For a more comprehensive interactive timeline of how the racial wealth gap developed, please explore the work of Living Cities.
Source: The Bridgespan Group; adapted from Liberation Ventures “Why Reparations.”

Government Policy Has Enabled White Wealth  
To Compound While Extracting Black Wealth
Timeline of select key events

1600s – 1800s  
Colonial Migration
White immigrant families 
arrive in colonial United 
States from Europe and 
settle in the south of 
modern-day United States.

1619 – 1865 
Atlantic Slave Trade
In 1619, the first ship 
carrying enslaved Africans 
lands at the English colony 
of Virginia. Over the course 
of 246 years, the Atlantic 
Slave Trade would bring 
approximately 400,000 
enslaved people to the 
United States.

Early 1800s: 
Land Lotteries
Land lottery policies (which 
offered land that had been 
taken from Indigenous peoples 
to white males) drive wealth 
and property accumulation 
�for white families, and the 
second generation moves �up 
in social strata.

Mid-1800s 
Losses in Black Wealth
By 1860, the US population of enslaved peoples 
grows to approximately 4 million (13 percent of 
the population).
By 1865, formerly enslaved people are promised 
approximately 400,000 acres of land that 
General William Sherman reallocated to them 
following the Civil War. The promise is rescinded 
�by President Andrew Jackson who returns land 
�to former plantation owners. 
1870s: Sharecropping era of indentured servitude.
1872-1874: Freedmen’s Bureau and Savings Bank 
is dismantled. Black families lose most of the 
greater than $1 million deposited into the bank.
1881: Insurance companies practice explicit 
discrimination by declaring that policies held by 
Black customers are worth one-third of the value 
of equivalent policies held by white customers.

Mid-1800s: 
Gains in White Wealth
Wealth of white families increases 
with the ongoing institution of slavery. 
By 1850, the Mississippi River valley 
had more millionaires per capita than 
any other region in the United States.
1862: Former slaveholders receive 
reparations through the �compensation 
clause after President Lincoln signs a 
bill emancipating enslaved people.

Late 1800s – Mid 1900s 
Jim Crow Era
Descendants of formerly enslaved families are 
subject to destruction and appropriation of 
property as white rioters kill residents and loot 
Black towns and neighborhoods throughout 
the 1900s (i.e., Tulsa Massacre, Wilmington 
Massacre, Rosewood Massacre, etc.).
This is worsened by de jure racial segregation 
(e.g., discriminatory lending and redlining 
practices that withhold opportunities for Black 
wealth accumulation).
1935: The Social Security Act excludes 
�occupations predominantly filled by Black 
workers and other minorities. The National 
Labor Relations Act permits unions to exclude 
people of color from collective bargaining.
1944: The GI Bill excludes 1.2 million Black 
World War II veterans from receiving benefits.

Early-to-Mid-1900s: 
New and Fair Deal Policies
The two-century generational wealth 
gap expands even more as new federal 
policies like New Deal and Fair Deal 
policies (National Housing Acts, Social 
Security Act) and the GI Bill transfer more 
than �$120 billion to predominantly white 
�families through low-interest mortgages, 
stipends for tuition programs, and federal 
guarantees on loans. 
More than 98 percent of � 
$120 billion in federally � 
backed mortgages goes � 
to white homeowners  
�from 1934 to 1962.

Post Civil Rights � 
Mid-1900s – present: 
Ongoing Atrocities 
Mass incarceration; the War on Drugs; 
police executions of unarmed Black 
people; ongoing credit, housing, and 
employment discrimination; and more.
1970s: The War on Drugs begins, 
imprisoning millions of Black 
Americans over the course of 50  
years, creating a crisis of mass 
incarceration, and extending  
America’s legacy of slavery.
2020: The COVID-19 pandemic  
exposes the longstanding structural  
drivers �of health inequities, affecting 
Black communities in particular.  
At the height of the pandemic, Black 
people died from COVID at twice the 
rate �of white people.

INTERGENERATIONAL 
WEALTH TRANSFER

Over time, the white  
family accumulates 

inheritances and other 
in-vivo transfer (e.g., 

�down payments, tuition 
payments), which drive  

the racial wealth gap more 
than any other indicator

https://express.adobe.com/page/cUtL2PKhbDwEt/?page-mode=present
https://liberation-ventures.onrender.com/Liberation%20Ventures_Why%20Reparations.pdf
http://www.vox.com/coronavirus-covid19/2020/10/2/21496884/us-covid-19-deaths-by-race-black-white-americans
http://www.vox.com/coronavirus-covid19/2020/10/2/21496884/us-covid-19-deaths-by-race-black-white-americans
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The United States is in the midst of the largest wealth transfer in its history. As the baby 
boomer generation passes away, an estimated $84 trillion will be passed down to heirs, 
with some $16 trillion transferred in the next decade alone.7 To put that in perspective, 
that wealth transfer over the next 10 years is 43 percent more than what it would take to 
eliminate the entire Black-white wealth gap. Because of the history of race-based policy 
and segregation in the United States, the boomers who benefited most from decades of 
wealth building were primarily white.8 Rather than reinforcing the nation’s inequity, this 
immense wealth transfer is a tremendous opportunity to do things differently. Philanthropy 
could leverage it to create a new path, diverging from the one America has inherited, by 
seizing the potential that building a culture of racial repair can bring.

Reparations Are an Overdue Paycheck and Build  
a Culture of Repair
What’s in a word? A lot, actually. One of the challenges of the reparations movement 
today is a lack of understanding of what reparations truly means—its required combination 
of restitution and repair.

Reparations are an internationally recognized legal framework for people who have 
suffered violations of human rights or humanitarian law.9 When applied to the history 
of Black people in the United States, we define reparations as a comprehensive federal 
program that addresses the legacy of slavery and the centuries of documented race-based 
policies thereafter.

7	 Talmon Joseph Smith, “The Greatest Wealth Transfer in History Is Here, With Familiar (Rich) Winners,”  
The New York Times, May 23, 2023.

8	 Ibid.
9	 The United Nations defines reparations as having five components: restitution (e.g., restoring freedom, 

citizenship, wealth); compensation (e.g., institution or individual is obligated to compensate for the damage); 
rehabilitation (e.g., legal, medical, psychological, and other care services); satisfaction (e.g., public  
apologies, truth-seeking, memorials and commemorations); and guarantees of non-repetition. “Reparations,” 
The Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, n.d.

WHAT DO YOU SEE ON THE “OTHER SIDE” OF REPARATIONS?

It’s a world I don’t think I will personally recognize because it would 
be a different world. It would be a world-making event to invoke 
the language of Olúfémi O. Táíwò and Adom Getachew. At 
a small individual level, interactions would be based on 
mutuality and respect.

JEAN-PIERRE BRUTUS, SENIOR COUNSEL, ECONOMIC JUSTICE PROGRAM,  
NEW JERSEY INSTITUTE FOR SOCIAL JUSTICE

https://www.nytimes.com/2023/05/14/business/economy/wealth-generations.html
https://www.ohchr.org/en/transitional-justice/reparations
https://njisj.org/


Source: The Bridgespan Group; adapted from Liberation Ventures “Why Reparations.”

Building a Culture of Racial Repair
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RECKONING
Learning and deeply understanding the what, how, and 
why of actions and systems that have contributed to harm

Success looks like: curriculum change, public 
conversation, narrative campaigns, research to unearth 
injustice, experiences at museums and historical sites

ACKNOWLEDGMENT
Admission that harm was caused; 
naming and voicing understanding of harm 

Success looks like: institutional acknowledgment of 
harm, public apologies, monuments and memorials

REDRESS
Acts of restitution, financial compensation, and 
rehabilitation; proactive steps taken to embed 

racial justice into systems and “heal the wound”

Success looks like: financial compensation 
deployed, ownership redistributed, rehabilitation

ACCOUNTABILITY
Ownership and willingness to take responsibility 

for harm; commitment to non-repetition 

Success looks like: financial resources committed, 
professional development and institutional capacity 

building, inclusive and democratic governance 
processes, systems and policy change

All people, across race, must move through 
this cycle in relationship with each 
other. We all have a shared stake in repair.

Moving between components takes energy 
and momentum and happens at the 

individual, institutional, and societal levels.

CORE
COMPONENTS

OF REPAIR

A country where institutions tell the truth about our history, 
there is no racial wealth gap, the federal government apologizes and sets the 

country on a new path forward, and our society learns to live into a culture of racial repair

A BETTER FUTURE

ACHIEVING REPARATIONS
A federal program designed to narrow the Black–white wealth gap and 

engage in the pillars of building and sustaining a culture of repair

Source: The Bridgespan Group; adapted from Liberation Ventures “Why Reparations.”

https://liberation-ventures.onrender.com/Liberation%20Ventures_Why%20Reparations.pdf
https://liberation-ventures.onrender.com/Liberation%20Ventures_Why%20Reparations.pdf
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Essential to achieving reparations is building a culture of repair—the work required 
to cultivate norms, practices, rituals, and values for productively responding to harm 
(see image previous page). Liberation Ventures offers one way of thinking about 
racial repair with a framework that consists of an ongoing, iterative cycle of reckoning, 
acknowledgment, accountability, and redress. 

The process of moving toward reparations and creating a culture of repair gives us the 
opportunity to become a nation where the racial wealth gap narrows; institutions tell the 
truth about our history; federal, state, and local governments and institutions apologize 
for harms; and we all enjoy the power of a multiracial democracy, by and for all the people. 
Critically, raising the issue of repair does not imply that the Black community is broken, 
damaged, or defined by victimhood. Instead, what is damaged and in need of repair 
are the policies, systems, and culture that created and sustained the harm and inequity 
reparations address. Therefore, all people, regardless of race, stand to benefit and have a 
role to play. 

Despite this holistic definition, much of the public discourse around reparations often 
focuses on specific dollar amounts and who exactly would be paid. In regard to the 
recent work of the statewide reparations task force in California, one philanthropic leader 
confided, “What do you think [that price tag] does politically? It hands a weapon to others 
who want to increase divisions.”

Putting the focus only on the price tag, out of context, is a shock-and-awe approach that 
paralyzes the broader discussion into a state of impossibility. Daniel Anello, CEO of Kids 
First Chicago, points out: “The only way we don’t get sticker shock is if people really 
understand their history, and how we got to where we are, which is one of the pillars of 
comprehensive reconciliation.”

WHAT DO YOU SEE ON THE “OTHER SIDE” OF REPARATIONS?

We wouldn’t have the mass incarceration that we have, the  
type of health care system that we have, we wouldn’t have the 
type of education system … I’m talking about a whole new 
society. That’s my vision for the future with reparations,  
with what I call reparatory justice.”

NKECHI TAIFA, FOUNDER, REPARATION EDUCATION PROJECT

https://www.liberationventures.org/why-a-culture-of-repair/
https://www.liberationventures.org/why-a-culture-of-repair/
https://oag.ca.gov/ab3121/report
https://kidsfirstchicago.org/
https://kidsfirstchicago.org/
https://www.reparationeducationproject.org/
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Movement leaders we spoke with are much more concerned with the racial repair, healing, 
and opportunity that reparations can bring to the entire nation. Ward is quick to point out 
that the Bruce’s Beach success is not full reparations because it was not accompanied 
by additional forms of repair. Indeed, after the land transfer, it took the city of Manhattan 
Beach two years to formally apologize, an initial step toward repair.10

This article focuses specifically on Black people because of the history and significance 
of Black-white dynamics in shaping the United States. That does not mean that historical 
and ongoing injustices to Indigenous, Latinx, or Asian American communities are in 
any way being overlooked. Given the depth of 
inequity that has been systemically imposed on 
Black people, an America where all Black people 
can thrive is one where all Americans must be 
thriving too.

“It is so important to understand history within 
the context of the Black-white paradigm because 
the protocols of anti-Blackness have become 
the protocols of oppression for the nation. So, 
understanding that history is important if we 
want to create a nation that can have a thriving 
democracy,” explained Angela Glover Blackwell, 
founder in residence at PolicyLink, when 
asked about reparations at a Stanford Social 
Innovation Review “Frontiers of Social Innovation” 
conference in 2023.

Furthermore, movements for equity and justice are often working in solidarity with one 
another. (For more on the Land Back movement, which includes Native reparations 
in addition to Indigenous self-determination, see the work of the NDN Collective and 
Sogorea Te’ land trust, as well as Indigenous-led funding opportunities curated by 
Neighborhood Funders Group.)

It is also critical that we apply an intersectional lens to reparations. For instance, redress 
for a cis Black man might look different than it would for a queer disabled Black woman 
or for a trans Black woman, because these individuals are likely to have experienced 
different harms based on their particular identities. Likewise, the most common narratives 
of enslavement depict labor “on the backs” of Black men, which erases the significance 
of Black women’s labor, along with the labor of their forced reproduction, in the 
nation’s history.

Scholar Kimberlé Crenshaw, founder of the Center for Intersectionality and Social Policy 
Studies at Columbia Law School and co-founder the African American Policy Forum, 
warns that disconnecting the experience of Black women from the history of enslavement 
and its legacies ensures the dynamics of harm will continue to be repeated. “Until we are 
able to acknowledge that the wealth disparity came through Black women’s wombs, our 
effort to advance a reparations frame is going to be incomplete,” says Crenshaw.

10	 Tyler Shaun Evains, “Manhattan Beach Apologizes for Taking Bruce’s Beach, Other Black-Owned Land,”  
The Daily Breeze, April 5, 2023.

 It is so important to 
understand history within 
the context of the Black-
white paradigm because 
the protocols of anti-
Blackness have become 
the protocols of oppression 
for the nation.”

ANGELA GLOVER BLACKWELL, 
FOUNDER IN RESIDENCE, POLICYLINK

https://www.policylink.org
https://ndncollective.org/
https://sogoreate-landtrust.org/
https://nfg.org/indigenous-led-funding-opportunities/
https://nfg.org/indigenous-led-funding-opportunities/
https://intersectionality.law.columbia.edu/
https://intersectionality.law.columbia.edu/
https://www.dailybreeze.com/2023/04/05/manhattan-beach-apologizes-for-taking-bruces-beach-other-black-owned-land/
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Reparations Are Not a Radical Solution,  
Though the Impact of Repair Will Be
“�It is obvious today that America has defaulted on this promissory note, insofar as  
her citizens of color are concerned. Instead of honoring this sacred obligation,  
America has given the Negro people a bad check, a check which has come back  
marked ‘insufficient funds.’”

—Martin Luther King Jr., “I Have a Dream,” August 28, 1963

Reparations for Black people in the United States is not a new idea, although the 
movement has gained more media attention in recent years, thanks in part to the writing 
of Ta-Nehisi Coates and Nikole Hannah-Jones, as well as attention raised by Black Lives 
Matter in the aftermath of the police killing of George Floyd. The unfulfilled promises of 
“40 acres and a mule” issued in 1865 after the Civil War anchored the earliest discussions 
on reparations.11 But the call actually dates back even further, thanks to Black women. 
Belinda Sutton, an Africa-born woman who was enslaved by landowner Isaac Royall Jr., is 
considered one of the first people to demand reparations for slavery and win—petitioning 
the Massachusetts General Court in 1783.12

In fact, the United States has even paid reparations for slavery before—not to Black 
people, but rather to slaveholders. In 1862, almost a year before he signed the 
Emancipation Proclamation, President Abraham Lincoln signed a lesser-known bill, the 
District of Columbia Emancipation Act, that paid up to $300 (approximately $9,010 today) 
to slaveholders loyal to the Union for every enslaved person freed.13

11	 Henry Louis Gates Jr., “The Truth Behind ‘40 Acres and a Mule,’” Public Broadcasting Service, September 2013.
12	 Aria Florant, “A Dream in Our Name,” Liberation Ventures, February 2023.
13	 Tera W. Hunter, “When Slaveowners Got Reparations,” The New York Times, April 16, 2019.

https://www.pbs.org/wnet/african-americans-many-rivers-to-cross/history/the-truth-behind-40-acres-and-a-mule/
https://liberationventures.b-cdn.net/A%20Dream%20in%20Our%20Name.pdf
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/04/16/opinion/when-slaveowners-got-reparations.html


15

And, a century and a quarter later, President Ronald Reagan signed the Civil Liberties Act, 
which gave a formal apology for the incarceration of Japanese Americans during World 
War II and paid $1.6 billion to survivors.14

Reparations are also a global concept. In 2022, New Zealand became the most recent 
country to implement reparations when it made reparations to the Ngāti Maru, one of 
its indigenous peoples.15 Recently, King Charles of Britain has even given the crown’s 
first support for research into the monarchy’s slavery ties.16 After World War II the 
United States, via the Marshall Plan, also helped to ensure that European Jews received 
reparations for the Holocaust.17 Since 1952, to foster societal healing, Germany has paid 
more than $80 billion euros18 to Holocaust survivors and started the journey of ongoing 
truth-telling and work to preserve the legacy and memory of victims and survivors.

Truth and reconciliation commissions have been used in various forms around the world to 
help nations heal from human rights atrocities.19 In South Africa, such a commission was 
spearheaded by Desmond Tutu and Nelson Mandela and is praised for the public airing of 
the physical and psychological harms of apartheid inflicted on Black South Africans. To be 
sure, the approach is also criticized because accountability and redress fell short, in that 
reparations payments were minimal and no perpetrators were prosecuted, while some 
received amnesty.20

Today, the reparations ecosystem in the United States includes a robust mosaic of Black-
led organizations and multiracial coalitions. Grounding the movement are long-time 
advocates and veteran organizations like N’COBRA (National Coalition of Blacks for 
Reparations in America) that have been doing this work for decades. Building on their 

14	 Helen Yoshida, “Redress and Reparations for Japanese American Incarceration,” National WWII Museum, 
August 13, 2021.

15	 Fabiola Cineas, “New Zealand’s Māori Fought for Reparations—and Won,” Vox, January 17, 2023.
16	 David Conn, Aamna Mohdin, and Maya Wolfe-Robinson, “King Charles Signals First Explicit Support For 

Research Into Monarchy’s Slavery Ties,” The Guardian, April 6, 2023.
17	 Rashawn Ray and Andre M. Perry, “Why We Need Reparations for Black Americans,” Brookings Institution, 

April 15, 2020.
18	 Kirsten Grieshaber, “Germany Marks 70 Years Of Compensating Holocaust Survivors,” AP News, September 

15, 2022.
19	 Sarah Souli, “Does America Need a Truth and Reconciliation Commission?,” Politico, August 16, 2020.
20	David Marchese, “What Can America Learn From South Africa About National Healing?,” The New York Times, 

December 11, 2020.

WHAT DO YOU SEE ON THE “OTHER SIDE” OF REPARATIONS?

We create new pyramids, and the world has a total new order, 
and thousands of years from now, hundreds of years from 
now, this moment will go down in history as a pivotal 
moment for humanity.”

KAMM HOWARD, DIRECTOR, REPARATIONS UNITED

https://ncobra.org/
https://www.nationalww2museum.org/war/articles/redress-and-reparations-japanese-american-incarceration
https://www.vox.com/the-highlight/23518642/new-zealand-reparations-maori-settlements
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2023/apr/06/king-charles-signals-first-explicit-support-for-research-into-monarchys-slavery-ties
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2023/apr/06/king-charles-signals-first-explicit-support-for-research-into-monarchys-slavery-ties
https://www.brookings.edu/policy2020/bigideas/why-we-need-reparations-for-black-americans/
https://apnews.com/article/holocaust-survivor-compensation-fund-germany-0d35aa1cba7756d1b9b6008e9d7841b7
https://www.politico.com/news/magazine/2020/08/16/does-america-need-a-truth-and-reconciliation-commission-395332
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2020/12/14/magazine/pumla-gobodo-madikizela-interview.html
https://reparationsunited.org/
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legacy are a swath of newer organizations tackling a wide range of work: narrative change 
(e�g�, Media 2070), policy advocacy (e�g�, Why We Can’t Wait coalition), racial healing  
(e�g�, The Truth Telling Project), and state and local advocacy (e�g�, FirstRepair)� 
Intermediaries, such as Liberation Ventures (collaborator on this article) and the 
Decolonizing Wealth Project, are organizing donors and redistributing funding across the 
movement� The field is also beginning to build out its research infrastructure (e�g�, with 
organizations like the African American Redress Network) such that the movement is 
better equipped to educate, advocate, and connect with other movements� 

Momentum is building� Currently, reparations and racial repair activities are happening 
across all 50 states� In 2021, Evanston, Illinois, became the first city in the United States to 
create a reparations plan for its Black residents in the form of housing grants�21 FirstRepair, 
founded by Robin Rue Simmons, the former Evanston alderman who led the effort for 
the bill’s passage, is currently in conversations with more than 100 initiatives on the local 
and state level that have taken some step toward reparations� A consortium of more than 
90 universities across the United States, United Kingdom, and Canada are investigating 
their own institutions’ ties to slavery and the legacies of racism in their histories�22 In 2022, 
the United Nations called on the US government for the first time to begin the process of 
providing reparations for descendants of enslaved Black people�23 

21	 Char Adams, “Evanston Is the First U.S. City to Issue Slavery Reparations. Experts Say It’s a Noble Start,” 
NBC News, March 26, 2021.

22	 “Universities Studying Slavery,” President’s Commission on Slavery and the University, University of Virginia, 
March 2016.

23	 Josh Marcus, “UN Committee Calls on US to Offer ‘Reparations’ to Descendants of Enslaved People,” 
The Independent, August 30, 2022.

WHAT DO YOU SEE ON THE “OTHER SIDE” OF REPARATIONS?

I’d like to borrow something I heard recently and turn this question 
around to say, ‘What would you be doing if you didn’t have to 
fight for justice?’ So, on the other side of this, I am a librarian. 
I am surrounded by books, and I get to read all day because I 
am not fighting for my people, for recognition of both our 
contributions and what has been and continues to be 
taken from us. On the other side is true liberation, it’s the 
ability to exist in our fullness.” 

RICSHAWN ADKINS ROANE, EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR, WEISSBERG FOUNDATION

https://mediareparations.org/
https://reparationscomm.org/we-cant-wait-hr-40-now/
https://thetruthtellingproject.org/
https://firstrepair.org/
https://www.liberationventures.org/
https://decolonizingwealth.com/liberated-capital/
https://redressnetwork.org/
https://firstrepair.org/
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/nbcblk/evanston-s-reparations-plan-noble-start-complicated-process-experts-say-n1262096
https://slavery.virginia.edu/universities-studying-slavery/
https://sports.yahoo.com/un-committee-calls-us-offer-190528125.html
https://weissbergfoundation.org/
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And, in 2023, Representative Cori Bush introduced the Reparations Now Resolution, 
following a decades-long tradition of introducing a federal bill on reparations in every 
legislative session.24

Philanthropic involvement in the movement is growing, too, with national organizations 
entering the space. At least 80 national funders, including the Ford Foundation, MacArthur 
Foundation, Hewlett Foundation, and the Rockefeller Brothers Fund, among others, are 
supporting multiple actors in the reparations ecosystem. 

“When it comes to reparations, it is not a matter of ‘if’ it will happen—it is happening right 
now,” says attorney and activist Nkechi Taifa, founder of the Reparation Education Project. 
Taifa, who has been working on this issue for 40 years, sees the momentum now as at an 
all-time high. Her message to funders: “The opportunity is here, the opportunity is now. 
You can either be on the cutting edge to make transformational change happen or regret 
not doing so later.”

Still, despite the long history and precedent to employ reparations, well-funded opposition 
forces to equity have made the mere word “reparation” toxic, despite its linguistic roots 
in repair. “We have a hugely asymmetrical situation where hundreds of millions of dollars 
are basically being spent trying to shift understanding away from the idea that there’s still 
race work that needs to be done,” says Crenshaw, “and that there’s still racial repair that 
needs to happen.”

The fruit of those anti-equity efforts 
includes the introduction of more than 
563 anti-critical race theory measures 
in 2021 and 2022 aiming to regulate 
how race is discussed in the United 
States; almost half (241) are now in 
effect.25 The topic of reparations was 
also cut from the required topics in 
the new AP African American studies 
curriculum. In addition, in a sign of 
the symbolism of the word itself, 
the shooter of the racist massacre in 
Buffalo, New York, wrote “Here’s your 
reparations!” on the assault rifle used to 
steal 10 Black lives.26

24	Alana Wise, “Rep. Cori Bush Introduces Bill on Reparations for Black Americans,” National Public Radio,  
May 17, 2023.

25	 Olivia B. Waxman, “Exclusive: New Data Shows the Anti-Critical Race Theory Movement is ‘Far From Over,’” 
Time, April 6, 2023.

26	 “Accused Tops Shooter Charged with Federal Hate Crimes and Using a Firearm to Commit Murder,” United 
States Department of Justice, Office of Public Affairs, June 15, 2022. To learn more about the lasting harm this 
act of racist violence inflicted on the community, listen to Na’kya McCann, Lori Lizarraga, Marianne McCune, 
Courtney Stein, and Dalia Mortada, “How a Black Cheer Squad in Buffalo Deal with the Racist Massacre  
Blocks Away,” National Public Radio, July 5, 2022.

 We have a hugely asymmetrical 
situation where hundreds of millions of 
dollars are basically being spent trying 
to shift understanding away from the 
idea that there’s still race work that 
needs to be done and that there’s still 
racial repair that needs to happen.”

KIMBERLÉ CRENSHAW, FOUNDER, THE CENTER FOR 
INTERSECTIONALITY AND SOCIAL POLICY STUDIES, 
COLUMBIA LAW SCHOOL AND CO-FOUNDER, THE 
AFRICAN AMERICAN POLICY FORUM

https://www.reparationeducationproject.org/
https://www.npr.org/2023/05/17/1176753190/rep-cori-bush-introduces-bill-on-reparations-for-black-americans
https://time.com/6266865/critical-race-theory-data-exclusive/
https://www.justice.gov/opa/pr/accused-tops-shooter-charged-federal-hate-crimes-and-using-firearm-commit-murder
https://www.npr.org/sections/codeswitch/2023/06/26/1184324348/how-a-black-cheer-squad-in-buffalo-deals-with-the-racist-massacre-blocks-away
https://www.npr.org/sections/codeswitch/2023/06/26/1184324348/how-a-black-cheer-squad-in-buffalo-deals-with-the-racist-massacre-blocks-away
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At a recent reparations conference, tight security and regular warnings to attendees not 
to post the location of the conference hotel served as a reminder that some movement 
leaders in the room receive routine death threats as a result of doing this work. In our 
own conversations, there were some funders supporting reparations work who purposely 
don’t use the word publicly. Movement leaders stressed the need for funders to use their 
influence, voice, and convening power to foster education and collaboration.

Dr. Luke Charles Harris, co-founder of the African American Policy Forum, reminds us 
to stay focused on what matters: “What we should be afraid of is white supremacy, 
not reparations.”

Repair Is Possible, and Now Is the Time
“�Reparations would look like Black people making their own businesses and collectively 
owning land and building houses on our own land. It looks like beloved community,  
where we could determine our future for ourselves, our children, and our families.” 

—Mike Milton, founder and executive director of the Freedom Community Center

Our interviews illustrated that the work of reparations and repair is wide ranging. While 
philanthropic organizations cannot themselves pay reparations, the abundance of 
imagination and variety of entry points is a reminder that there is no lack of opportunity 
for philanthropy. See the table on the next page for examples of what this work can look 
like. We dig deeper into this topic with funder examples in our companion article for 
Stanford Social Innovation Review, “A Reparations Roadmap for Philanthropy” In addition, 
Liberation Ventures is co-creating with movement leaders the Reparations Grantmaking 
Blueprint, available in early 2024, that will include a full picture of the strategic 
investments necessary to build momentum over the next 10 years. 

We also invite you to take a look at some of the exciting work across the movement in the 
Reparations Movement Profiles on our website, which showcase organizations working 
toward reparations and repair in critical lanes:

•	Land ownership. Land theft contributes to the racial wealth gap.

•	Criminal legal system. The War on Drugs disproportionately harms Black 
communities today.

•	Media. Anti-Black narratives spread by the media since colonial times help 
ingrain inequities.

•	Education. The erasure of the nation’s “hard history” prevents understanding of root 
causes of inequity.

These efforts to address specific harms can create tangible psychological and material 
benefits for affected Black communities and serve as valuable pilots of learning and 
innovation. Such efforts are also critical to building momentum toward the ultimate goal of 
achieving reparations and building a culture of racial repair.

“For me, there’s no way to get to equity without reparations,” says Richard Wallace, 
founder and executive director of Equity and Transformation. “Fixing inequity is very 
simple—put the resources stolen from our communities back into those communities. 
Fixing the racism that caused inequity is the hard part.”

https://www.aapf.org/
https://www.freedomstl.org/
https://ssir.org/articles/entry/a_reparations_roadmap_for_philanthropy
https://www.bridgespan.org/insights/philanthropys-role-in-reparations-and-racial-repair#movements
https://www.bridgespan.org/insights/philanthropys-role-in-reparations-and-racial-repair/reparations-movement-profiles-reclaiming-black-land
https://www.bridgespan.org/insights/philanthropys-role-in-reparations-and-racial-repair/reparations-movement-series-repair-and-redress-for-the-war-on-drugs-and-mass-incarceration
https://www.bridgespan.org/insights/philanthropys-role-in-reparations-and-racial-repair/reparations-movement-profiles-media-reparations-and-narrative-change
https://www.bridgespan.org/insights/philanthropys-role-in-reparations-and-racial-repair/reparations-movement-profiles-reckoning-with-our-history
https://www.eatchicago.org/
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ACHIEVING REPARATIONS

DEFINITION EXAMPLE INVESTMENTS

REPARATIONS

A federal program 
designed to narrow the 
Black-white wealth gap 
and engage in the pillars 
of building a culture 
of repair

•	 Convening and planning support to design a coordinated 
movement strategy

•	 Narrative change to build public understanding 
on reparations

•	 Research to inform reparations program design

•	 Lobbying efforts

•	 Grassroots organizing to mobilize constituencies

BUILDING A CULTURE OF RACIAL REPAIR

DEFINITION EXAMPLE INVESTMENTS

RECKONING

Understanding and 
grappling with the what, 
how, and why of actions 
that have contributed 
to harm

•	 Storytellers, artists, journalists, and scholars creating new 
ways to unearth and understand racial injustice

•	 Commissions for wealth-origin research and stories for 
institutions, corporations, and families

•	 Educators and organizations designing curricula that teach 
truthful US history

•	 Initiatives for open dialogue and advancing racial healing

•	 Movement leaders and efforts pushing back on the anti-
critical race theory movement

•	 Creation of and increased access to programming in public 
memorials, museums, and other institutions that serve to 
acknowledge harm

ACKNOWLEDGMENT

Admission that harm has 
been done

ACCOUNTABILITY

Ownership and willingness 
to take responsibility 
for harmful actions and 
commit to non-repetition

•	 Black community land trusts, community investment trusts, 
and worker cooperatives to rebuild land ownership and 
economic self-determination

•	 Large, unrestricted grants or endowments to Black-led 
organizations and institutions to enable greater levels of self-
determination 

•	 Efforts to help Black families and communities reclaim 
wrongfully stolen assets and land 

•	 Funding staff position(s) and research efforts for local and 
state initiatives and reparations commissions to explore and 
create redress for specific, historic harms 

•	 Pilot programs in guaranteed income, baby bonds, and other 
asset-building initiatives for and with Black communities

•	 Debt relief for Black farmers and broader efforts to direct 
federal funding resulting from recent policies to Black-led and 
Black-serving organizations and institutions 

REDRESS

Acts of restitution, 
compensation, and 
rehabilitation; proactive 
steps taken to embed 
racial justice into systems 
and “heal the wound”

Intangible  
investments

Convene conversations on reparations internally with board and with peer funders and other 
stakeholders; elevate topic of reparations externally and among peers; ensure Black and 
grantee representation in decision-making bodies on Board and in organizational leadership

(NOTE: This is not an exhaustive list of reparations and repair investments. These are ideas from conversations with movement  
leaders meant to showcase the breadth of potential opportunities.)

Supporting the Reparations Movement  
and Building a Culture of Racial Repair

Source: The Bridgespan Group; adapted from Liberation Ventures “Why Reparations.”

https://liberation-ventures.onrender.com/Liberation%20Ventures_Why%20Reparations.pdf


20

THE BRIDGESPAN GROUP
BOSTON 2 Copley Place, 7th Floor, Suite 3700B, Boston, MA 02116 USA. Tel: +1 617 572 2833
JOHANNESBURG Bridgespan Africa, The MARC, Tower 1, 3rd Floor, Corner Maude and Rivonia Road, 
Sandown Johannesburg, South Africa. Tel: +27 11 012 9280
MUMBAI Bridgespan India Private Limited (registered address), 11th Floor, Platina, G Block, Plot C 59, 
Bandra Kurla Complex, Mumbai, 400051, India. Tel: +91 022 6628 9624
NEW YORK 333 Seventh Avenue, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10001 USA. Tel: +1 646 562 8900
SAN FRANCISCO 88 Kearny St., Ste. 200, San Francisco, CA 94108 USA. Tel: +1 415 627 4500
SINGAPORE The Bridgespan Group, Sponsored by Bain Singapore, 38 Beach Road, 15th Floor, South, 
Beach Tower, Singapore 189767

This work is licensed under the Creative Commons BY-NC-ND License.  
To view a copy of this license, visit http://www.bridgespan.org/about-us/terms-and-conditions

www.bridgespan.org
contact@bridgespan.org
contactindia@bridgespan.org

Aria Florant is co-founder and CEO of Liberation Ventures. Tonyel Edwards is a partner at 
The Bridgespan Group, based in San Francisco, Cora Daniels is senior editorial director in 
Bridgespan’s New York office, Alexandra Williams is an advisor and former senior manager 
in Bridgespan’s Boston office, Vikas Maturi is chief of staff at Liberation Ventures, and 
Maurice Asare is associate consultant in Bridgespan’s New York office. The authors thank 
Lyell Sakaue, a partner in Bridgdespan’s San Francisco office for his thought partnership 
and critical contributions to this research.

We are deeply grateful for and inspired by the pioneering organizations and movement 
leaders who were interviewed for and are quoted in this piece. In addition, we recognize 
that this research stands on the shoulders of the work of so many across time who  
have been fighting for reparations since before emancipation. We believe that we can  
win reparations in our lifetime—and we owe that belief to the giants who knew that they  
likely would not see success in theirs and yet still worked tirelessly to cover so much 
ground before us.
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