What Is Owed?

Imagine working eighteen hours a day, seven days a week, and not getting anything out
of it. That is how enslaved people felt after Lincoln "freed" them. The former enslaved of
America would be forced into financial worries the minute they got off the plantation: starting at
zero. Therefore, there is an ongoing argument about reparations and whether these formerly
enslaved are entitled to them or not. Nikkole Hannah-Jones, founder of The 1619 Project, sides
with reparations saying they are a long-due payment. Reparations would also reduce the wealth
gap birthed after the mass discrimination prolonged for decades after slavery.

Slavery caused a wealth gap between Black and white Americans, forcing them to start
from scratch. Formerly enslaved people were left with nothing after slavery ended, making it
very hard to gain wealth. To elaborate, even after slavery was abolished, descendants of enslaved
people were still unable to accumulate wealth, causing them to end up in unpleasant situations.
"The lack of wealth has been a defining feature of black life since the end of slavery...Wealth, not
income, is the means to security in America." ( Source F). This quote further proves how Black
Americans are at a disadvantage due to slavery. Reparations will help reduce this wealth gap and
allow them to create the generational wealth stripped of them. In the past, reparations did come
into effect, as Gen. William Sherman gave formerly enslaved families forty acres of land to start
their new lives on. This compromise functioned accordingly, and many families did get off to a
good start until Andrew Jackson rescinded this order. "More than 60,000 black people deposited
more than $1 million into the Freedman's Savings Bank... speculative loans to white investors
and corporations, and when it failed in 1874, many black depositors lost much of their savings" (

Source D). This event would only be the beginning of the creation of the wealth gap as black



Americans lost thousands of hard-earned dollars due to an unfair and discriminatory society, and
it proves why they are owed financial reparations as well.

Throughout history, this form of discrimination has predominantly existed to prevent
certain groups' opportunities and success. Descendants of the enslaved are no exception; "Blacks
became the only race in the U.S. ever to start, as an entire people, with close to zero capital." As
aforementioned, white homeowners would also prohibit selling to people of color, trapping them
in cheap homes with little to no equity. To those lucky enough to have sufficient education, "even
a highway to connect African American neighborhoods to better opportunities have been scuttled
because finances were short." (Source E). In short, discrimination has stopped people of color
from achieving success. In comparison, reparations would have allowed these same people to
afford to create better opportunities to reduce the wealth gap instead of relying on the minimal
city government.

Those who oppose reparations argue that many other historical cases exist where the
American government should have provided reparations but did not. Indigenous populations
have suffered dramatically from past actions, such as the Indian Removal Act of 1830. Although
the presented argument is valid, enslaved individuals earned their reparations through non-stop
labor and mistreatment for over 250 years: "Our people's contributions to building the richest and
most powerful nation in the world were indelible, that the United States simply would not exist
without us." ( Source A). This quotation indicates that the enslaved population of America
undeniably worked for their share of American profit.

Unfortunately, due to America's racist and discriminatory past, descendants of enslaved
peoples have been unable to build generational wealth in any natural way. Reparations allow

these communities a chance at gaining generational wealth and would adequately lessen the



wealth gap in America. After all, isn't it better for all citizens of America to succeed, especially

the descendants of the people who built it?



