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HOUSING AND THE LAW: LESSON 8: HANDOUT 4: COATES, PART III 

THE CASE FOR REPARATIONS1 PART III 
 

III. “We Inherit Our Ample Patrimony” 

In 1783, the freedwoman Belinda Royall petitioned the commonwealth of 

Massachusetts for reparations. Belinda had been born in modern-day Ghana. She was 

kidnapped as a child and sold into slavery. She endured the Middle Passage and 50 

years of enslavement at the hands of Isaac Royall and his son. But the junior Royall, a 

British loyalist, fled the country during the Revolution. Belinda, now free after half a 

century of labor, beseeched the nascent Massachusetts legislature: 

 The face of your Petitioner, is now marked with the furrows of time, and her frame 

 bending under the oppression of years, while she, by the Laws of the Land, is denied the 

 employment of one morsel of that immense wealth, apart whereof hath been 

 accumilated by her own industry, and the whole augmented by her servitude. 

 

 WHEREFORE, casting herself at your feet if your honours, as to a body of men, formed 

 for the extirpation of vassalage, for the reward of Virtue, and the just return of honest 

 industry—she prays, that such allowance may be made her out of the Estate of Colonel 

 Royall, as will prevent her, and her more infirm daughter, from misery in the greatest 

 extreme, and scatter comfort over the short and downward path of their lives.  

 

Belinda Royall was granted a pension of 15 pounds and 12 shillings, to be paid out of 

the estate of Isaac Royall—one of the earliest successful attempts to petition for 

reparations. At the time, black people in America had endured more than 150 years of 

enslavement, and the idea that they might be owed something in return was, if not the 

national consensus, at least not outrageous. 

“A heavy account lies against us as a civil society for oppressions committed against 

people who did not injure us,” wrote the Quaker John Woolman in 1769, “and that if the 

particular case of many individuals were fairly stated, it would appear that there was 

considerable due to them.” 

 

As the historian Roy E. Finkenbine has documented, at the dawn of this country, black 

reparations were actively considered and often effected. Quakers in New York, New 

England, and Baltimore went so far as to make “membership contingent upon 

compensating one’s former slaves.” In 1782, the Quaker Robert Pleasants emancipated 

his 78 slaves, granted them 350 acres, and later built a school on their property and 

provided for their education. “The doing of this justice to the injured Africans,” wrote 

Pleasants, “would be an acceptable offering to him who ‘Rules in the kingdom of men.’   
 

Edward Coles, a protégé of Thomas Jefferson who became a slaveholder through 

inheritance, took many of his slaves north and granted them a plot of land in Illinois. 

 
1 This is the third excerpt from Ta-Nehisi Coates, “The Case For Reparations,” The Atlantic (June 2014). Retrieved 
from https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2014/06/the-case-for-reparations/361631/.  

https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2014/06/the-case-for-reparations/361631/
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John Randolph, a cousin of Jefferson’s, willed that all his slaves be emancipated upon 

his death, and that all those older than 40 be given 10 acres of land. “I give and 

bequeath to all my slaves their freedom,” Randolph wrote, “heartily regretting that I 

have been the owner of one.” 

In his book Forever Free, Eric Foner recounts the story of a disgruntled planter 

reprimanding a freedman loafing on the job: 

 

Planter: “You lazy nigger, I am losing a whole day’s labor by you.”  

 

Freedman: “Massa, how many days’ labor have I lost by you?”  

 

In the 20th century, the cause of reparations was taken up by a diverse cast that 

included the Confederate veteran Walter R. Vaughan, who believed that reparations 

would be a stimulus for the South; the black activist Callie House; black-nationalist 

leaders like “Queen Mother” Audley Moore; and the civil -rights activist James Forman. 

The movement coalesced in 1987 under an umbrella organization called the National 

Coalition of Blacks for Reparations in America (n’cobra). The NAACP endorsed 

reparations in 1993. Charles J. Ogletree Jr., a professor at Harvard Law School , has 

pursued reparations claims in court. 

But while the people advocating reparations have changed over time, the response from 

the country has remained virtually the same. “They have been taught to labor,” 

the Chicago Tribune editorialized in 1891. “They have been taught Christian civilization, 

and to speak the noble English language instead of some African gibberish. The account 

is square with the ex-slaves.” 

Not exactly. Having been enslaved for 250 years, black people were not left to their own 

devices. They were terrorized. In the Deep South, a second slavery ruled. In the North, 

legislatures, mayors, civic associations, banks, and citizens all colluded to pin black 

people into ghettos, where they were overcrowded, overcharged, and undereducated. 

Businesses discriminated against them, awarding them the worst jobs and the worst 

wages. Police brutalized them in the streets. And the notion that black lives, black 

bodies, and black wealth were rightful targets remained deeply rooted in the broader 

society. Now we have half-stepped away from our long centuries of despoilment, 

promising, “Never again.” But still we are haunted. It is as though we have run up a 

credit-card bill and, having pledged to charge no more, remain befuddled that the 

balance does not disappear. The effects of that balance, interest accruing daily, are all 

around us. 

Broach the topic of reparations today and a barrage of questions inevitably follows: Who 

will be paid? How much will they be paid? Who will pay? But if the practicalities, not the 

justice, of reparations are the true sticking point, there has for some time been the 

beginnings of a solution. For the past 25 years, Congressman John Conyers Jr., who 

represents the Detroit area, has marked every session of Congress by introducing a bill 

calling for a congressional study of slavery and its lingering effects as well as 

recommendations for “appropriate remedies.” 
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A country curious about how reparations might actually work has an easy solution in 

Conyers’s bill, now called HR 40, the Commission to Study Reparation Proposals for 

African Americans Act. We would support this bill, submit the question to study, and 

then assess the possible solutions. But we are not interested.  

“It’s because it’s black folks making the claim,” Nkechi Ta ifa, who helped found n’cobra, 

says. “People who talk about reparations are considered left lunatics. But all we are 

talking about is studying [reparations]. As John Conyers has said, we study everything. 

We study the water, the air. We can’t even study the issue? This bill does not authorize 

one red cent to anyone.” 

That HR 40 has never—under either Democrats or Republicans—made it to the House 

floor suggests our concerns are rooted not in the impracticality of reparations but in 

something more existential. If we conclude that the conditions in North Lawndale and 

black America are not inexplicable but are instead precisely what you’d expect of a 

community that for centuries has lived in America’s crosshairs, then what are we to 

make of the world’s oldest democracy? 

One cannot escape the question by hand-waving at the past, disavowing the acts of 

one’s ancestors, nor by citing a recent date of ancestral immigration. The last 

slaveholder has been dead for a very long time. The last soldier to endure Valley Forge 

has been dead much longer. To proudly claim the veteran and disown the slaveholder is 

patriotism à la carte. A nation outlives its generations. We were not there when 

Washington crossed the Delaware, but Emanuel Gottlieb Leutze’s rendering has 

meaning to us. We were not there when Woodrow Wilson took us into World War I, but 

we are still paying out the pensions. If Thomas Jefferson’s genius matters, then so does 

his taking of Sally Hemings’s body. If George Washington crossing the Delaware 

matters, so must his ruthless pursuit of the runagate Oney Judge. 

In 1909, President William Howard Taft told the country that “intelligent” white 

southerners were ready to see blacks as “useful members of the community.” A week 

later Joseph Gordon, a black man, was lynched outside Greenwood, Mississippi. The 

high point of the lynching era has passed. But the memories of those robbed of their 

lives still live on in the lingering effects. Indeed, in America there is a strange and 

powerful belief that if you stab a black person 10 times, the bleeding stops and the 

healing begins the moment the assailant drops the knife. We believe white dominance 

to be a fact of the inert past, a delinquent debt that can be made to disappear if only we 

don’t look. 

 

There has always been another way. “It is in vain to alledge, that our ancestors brought 

them hither, and not we,” Yale President Timothy Dwight said in 1810.  

 We inherit our ample patrimony with all its incumbrances; and are bound to pay the 

 debts of our ancestors. This debt, particularly, we are bound to discharge: and, when the 

 righteous Judge of the Universe comes to reckon with his servants, he will rigidly exact 

 the payment at our hands. To give them liberty, and stop here, is to entail upon them a 

 curse. 


