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In The debt: what America owes to Blacks, author Randall Robinson lays out both a 

comprehensive argument for reparations to the descendants of enslaved Africans and also a 

call to action, “in the memory of the dark souls whose weary, broken bodies endured the 

unimaginable.” (p. 247). Robinson drives home the point that reparations are not simply 

financial but they they must include the repair of the “views of Africa’s role in history” (p. 16). He 

lays bare the harm that has been committed in erasing the cultural and historical role of African 

and African-American cultures in America and in the West generally. Robinson describes crying 

for his ancestors who “gave art and craft and science to the whole of the world” (p. 23).  

Robinson does not flinch from giving statistics and numbers to illustrate the genocidal impacts of 

the “crime against humanity” that started at the Trans-Atlantic slave trade; for example, he 

describes the “ten to twenty-five million Africans” who died in slave ships en route alone (p. 33). 

Robinson accompanies his statistics with critical questions, asking of slavery, “Did it not 

savagely eviscerate the emotional core of a whole race of people on three continents?” (p. 33). 

He also illustrates his points with stories throughout the book, ranging from a walk through 

monuments in Washington, D.C. to a group trip to Cuba.  

Of racism, Robinson describes it as a “belief system to justify slavery”, which deconstructed 

“families, languages, cultures, and the general social health of the black race, while spawning a 

vast new impoverished class of people…” (p. 75). Robinson also describes racism as the cover 

that whites have and continue to use to avoid taking “responsibility for the bitter social harvest 

that we all live with today” (p. 77). He also chronicles the histories of other forms of reparations 

that have been demanded and received and questions why it is that enslaved Africans and their 

descendants have yet to receive any such reparations. Even Congressman John Conyers’ bill to 



acknowledge the brutality of slavery, which does not actually ask for any reparations but which 

seeks “merely a commission to study the effects of slavery”, won from the “435-member U.S. 

House of Representatives only 28 co-sponsors, 18 of whom were black” and never made it out 

of Congress (p. 201).  

In response to the complete inactivity of the United States government, which has provided “no 

compensation to the victims of slavery” (p. 205), Robinson chronicles some of the many forms 

of reparations that have been proposed. This includes James Foreman’s Black Manifesto which 

called for American churches and synagogues to pay $500 million as a “beginning of the 

reparations due us as people who have been exploited and degraded, brutalized, killed and 

persecuted” (p. 202). Yale Law School professor Boris Bittker wrote a book wherein he 

proposed damages could be “indicated in the form of an allocation of resources to some 

program that could be crafted for black reparations” (p. 203). In 1915, Cornelius J. Jones filed a 

lawsuit against the United States Department of the Treasury for sixty-eight million dollars for 

former slaves; however, the so-called “Cotton Tax” case was dismissed (p. 207).  

In regards to Robinson’s prescription for what must be done, he states that there is much 

“fessing-up that white society must be induced to do” (p. 107). Beginning with the 

acknowledgment of white society’s debt to “slavery’s contemporary victims”, said society has to 

pay that debt in “massive restitutions” and also must help to rebuild “the black esteem it 

destroyed”, by changing the narrative of historical contributions made by “the African ancients to 

which its highly evolved culture owes much credit and gives none” (p. 107). Robinson 

acknowledges that there is a big enough challenge in first seeing that there is a problem, let 

alone “finding the political will to confront our problems” (p. 172). As to reparations specifically, 

Robinson maintains firmly “there is a debt here” (p. 207). A debt of white society to all Black 

people for 246 years of “unimaginable cruelties” such as “kidnapping, sale as livestock, deaths 



in the millions during terror-filled sea voyages, backbreaking toil, beatings, rapes, castrations, 

maimings, murders” (p. 208).  Robinson asserts “contemporary America must be caused to 

shoulder responsibility for those wrongs until such wrongs have been adequately compensated 

and righted” (p. 230). He also agrees with Derrick Bell’s opinion that “the white power structure 

would never support reparations because to do so would operate against its interests”; thus the 

initiative must “come from blacks, broadly, widely, implacably” (p. 205).  

Robinson closes by outlining his personal vision for reparations, which includes a version of 

Robert Westley’s private trust for all African Americans, “funded out of the general revenues of 

the United States” which would be funded for two consecutive generations or longer (p. 244). 

College would be free of charge for “all blacks who qualified academically and were found to be 

in financial need” (p. 245). Additionally, a study would be performed and compensation would 

be sought from the same companies, institutions and individuals whose wealth descends from 

slavery, which would also go into the aforementioned trust. Civil rights advocacy and the 

political work of Black organizations seeking to “own the politics of the black community” would 

be “generously funded” (p. 246). Lastly, Robinson would urge amends be made from the US. to 

Africa and the Caribbean, which could include “full debt relief, fair trade terms, and significant 

monetary compensation” (p. 246). And, in order to begin to achieve some of these goals, 

Robinson proposes a “Year of Black Presence” wherein, for each of the 130-odd days that 

Congress is in session, a Black church, organization, and institution commit to bringing a 

thousand African Americans to “walk the halls of Congress in support of compensation 

measures designed to close the economic and psychic gap between blacks and whites in 

America” (p. 247).  
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In Claud Anderson’s Black labor, white wealth: the search for power and economic justice, 

Anderson utilizes compelling statistics to illustrate the legacy of slavery and current reality of 

institutionalized racism and the disparities between Black and white Americans. Anderson cites 

Dr. Josiah Curtis’ 1855 study that found that the “death rate among blacks was 99 times higher 

than whites” and reminds his readers that the gap has only narrowed a little in the last 150 years 

(p. 12). He also cites that in the 1960s, more than 55 percent of “all the blacks in America were 

still impoverished and below the poverty line” with barely one percent of the nation’s wealth; the 

1990 Census found “more than 56 percent of all black female-headed households beneath the 

poverty line” (p. 13). Additionally, the 1990 Census registered the net worth per capita of whites 

to be $44, 980 in comparison to that of Black Americans, a net worth of $9,359. Anderson 

names that it is whites who have “inherited the power and wealth of their ancestors through a 

social and economic structure designed and weighted to the advantage of non-blacks” and 

suggests that self-empowerment for Black people is the only road to economic justice, which 

“requires the support of a national policy and plan of action” (p. 27).  

Anderson posits that a power realignment must occur in order to remedy the racial inequities 

created by such power disparities. Anderson names and describes forms of power and the 

impediments to holding power, such as poverty and fewer numbers. He clearly outlines the 

purposefulness of the impoverishment of Black Americans, with the “great disparity between 

black and white wealth and income levels” continuing to increase (p. 32) and the forcibly low 

numbers in what the “dominant society” would prefer to maintain a “whites only” nation, 

achieved by “making blacks a planned numerical minority” through immigration quotas of zero 



for Black people (p. 33). Self-empowerment, Anderson states, is “the only road open” to Black 

people as the dominant society “will not permit blacks to use the power within white institutions 

to improve social and economic conditions within black communities, especially since whites as 

a group generally have neither the interest nor incentive for correcting the conditions” (p. 37).  

Anderson goes through the various obstacles to Black self-empowerment, such as the 

Constitution, which was originally intended to “enslave blacks and deny them their humanity” (p. 

49) and which maintains that system through such mechanisms as the 13th Amendment which 

“cleared the way for nearly a century of involuntary black servitude” (p. 51). Another obstacle is 

the lack of the promised compensation to slaves upon Emancipation, that of the “promised 40 

acres of land, tools or the mule”, which left “most black freedmen” with few options aside from 

accepting the white plantation owner’s terms (p. 51). Pursuing myths and elusive dreams is 

another obstacle, according to Anderson. He states that “blacks as a group must redesign civil 

rights traditions” and that America’s race problem must be reexamined “from the perspective of 

black economic and political empowerment”; Anderson proposes that “blacks will have to adopt 

the American capitalistic approach if they are to build their economic strength” (p. 52).  

Anderson then systematically busts what he labels as myths, such as integration, a force that 

“requires blacks to give up their culture, values and all that is identifiably black”; equal 

opportunity for all, a myth because “power holders have no desire for equality”; the eradication 

of poverty, as poverty is “a given fact of life” and cannot be eradicated and even if it could be, 

“the conservative, wealthy elite would not allow it”; and cultural diversity, which would be 

advantageous if all things were equal “but they are not” (p. 57). Additionally, he calls out the 

equating of sexism with racism as “like comparing a headache with cancer” (p. 58). “Black 

Feminism” is the last “myth” that he describes, which he, rather problematically in my opinion, 

posits as a potentially “divisive and destructive social phenomenon” (p. 61).  



Anderson then explores the reasons “Why Whites Chose to Enslave Blacks” in the chapter of 

the same name, complete with tables comparing ancient enslavement with colonial Black 

enslavement as well as his reasons why or why not to enslave Indentured Whites, American 

Indians and Sub-Saharan Africans/Blacks. He outlines the truly “peculiar” nature of America’s 

enslavement of African people, with examples such as the sheer number of people enslaved 

(unprecedented, at “15 to 60 million blacks captured in Africa” (p. 67)) and the support of many 

leaders of religious orders, most of whom still have not done much or anything in the way of 

addressing this. States Anderson,  

The Catholic church did not benefit morally from black slavery. It  benefited financially. 

The Pope and the Catholic church owe the descendents of black slaves the wealth, 

social status, and humanity - the inheritance - that was stolen from them (p. 73).  

Anderson names Black slavery as “the most extensive and harshest subjugation imposed upon 

any race of people ever” (p 74). He concludes this chapter by naming that slavery in America 

was unique because it was based on skin color and that whites today continue to “perpetuate 

the slavery pathology” (p. 85). These racist beliefs are left festering in American society today. 

Whites’ primary three sources of wealth, according to Anderson, were “inherited wealth, land 

ownership and expropriated black labor” (p. 119). He names the early land grants given to 

colonial settlers as “one of the earliest forms of affirmative action in America” (p. 123). White 

wealth derived from slavery not only benefited the white people who owned slaves but also 

many businesses in the community, Anderson notes. This extends to the north and south alike, 

as Anderson notes, as a “greater preponderance of Northerners, directly if not indirectly, 

supported slavery, by enjoying the fruits of it” (p. 136). In fact, Anderson states, New England 

had three times as many textile mills as the south. Affirmative action for the white and wealthy, 

Anderson describes, included as well railroads, ranchers, farmers and miners, who have 



historically been the largest recipients of federal grant monies. However, this is only deemed 

“preferential treatment” when aimed at providing “assistance to disfavored groups” (p. 144) and 

most whites “have yet to understand that their current privileged status resulted from 

government assistance and black exploitation” (p. 194).  

Anderson concludes with two in-depth chapters of strategy and recommendations, part of his 

“simple call to action for black America” (p. 220). These include such recommendations as 

“increasing the number and size of successful black-owned businesses and industries” (p. 186), 

local governments establishing “quasi-public lending institutions funded by assets converted 

from confiscated properties and funds programs” (p. 202) and land grants of abandoned 

properties to Black individuals or corporations (p. 203). In his epilogue, Anderson describes one 

outcome of the “research and networking stimulated via the writing of this book”; the Harvest 

Institute, “a Washington-based, national black think tank” whose chief goal is to “construct a 

black intellectual infrastructure to formulate a black national policy and empowerment plan” (p. 

222).  
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In the introduction to How Europe underdeveloped Africa, Vincent Harding, Robert Hill and 

William Strickland describe Walter Rodney, his too-early murder at the hands of the state, and 

the questions that his seminal work leave the rest of us to ponder. His introductory writers pose 

some of these questions, such as “How shall we re-develope the world?” and “How shall we be 

related to those who raise the same questions in South Africa, in El Salvadore, in Guyana?”. To 

this end, they encourage us all to “find humane, creative, and fearless ways” of dealing with 

those who oppose this radical notion of re-developement (p. xxvii).  



 

Rodney begins by outlining what is development and what is underdevelopment. Rodney states, 

“every people have developed in one way or another and to a greater or lesser extent” (p. 13). 

Thus, underdevelopment only makes sense in comparison with levels of development, in 

Rodney’s assessment. He names that an indispensable component of modern 

underdevelopment is that it “expresses a particular relationship of exploitation: namely, the 

exploitation of one country by another” (p. 14). In fact, Rodney states, if underdevelopment 

referred to “anything other than comparing economies”, then the United States would be 

considered the most underdeveloped, because it “practices external oppression on a massive 

scale, while internally there is a blend of exploitation, brutality and psychiatric disorder” (p. 14). 

Racist trends in European scholarship, Rodney goes on to detail, are responsible for spreading 

the myth that innate racial inferiority is the cause of underdevelopment. Thus it is imperative to 

determine the truth of how underdevelopment came about, to dismiss any “lingering suspicions” 

of racial predetermination (p 21).  

Rodney names European imperialism as the major responsibility-bearer for draining African 

wealth and “making it impossible to develop more rapidly the resources of the continent” (p. 27). 

While it was originally the capitalists in Western Europe who imperialized Africa, Rodney asserts 

that they “were joined, and to some extent replaced, by capitalists from the United States” (p. 

27).  

Rodney spends considerable time in this book refuting the myths of innate underdevelopment 

by describing the immense variety of cultures and groups within Africa and the multitude of 

governance systems, economic systems and all elements that compose societies, from the 

Mandinga in West Africa to Nubia to the Maghreb. These examples, Rodney goes on to state, 

shouldn’t be surprising given that they are examples of a “perfectly logical outgrowth of human 



social development within Africa” (p. 66). Rodney also notes that “slavery as a mode of 

production was not present in any African society” (p. 69).  

Development and underdevelopment, posits Rodney, “have a dialectical relationship one to the 

other: that is to say, the two help produce each other through interaction” (p. 75). Thusly, 

“Western Europe and Africa had a relationship which insured the transfer of wealth from Africa 

to Europe” (p. 75). A huge proportion of this wealth was stolen in the form of “human captives to 

be used as slaves in various parts of the world” (p. 77). Additionally, Rodney states that 

“American economic development up to mid-nineteenth century rested squarely on foreign 

commerce, of which slavery was a pivot” (p. 87).  

Rodney regards the reason for the enslavement of Africans by Europeans to be economic, “so 

that their labor power could be exploited” (p. 88). White racism, Rodney says, is an integral part 

of the capitalist mode of production. In order to rationalize the exploitation, Europeans and 

Americans have “found it necessary to rationalize that exploitation in racist terms as well” (p. 

89). Rodney states, “the simple fact is that no people can enslave another centuries without 

coming out with a notion of superiority” (p. 88). Of the ways in which racism operates and is not 

necessarily out of an economic interest, Rodney states, “by the nineteenth century, white racism 

had become so institutionalized in the capitalist world (and notably in the U.S.A.) that it 

sometimes ranked above the maximization of profit as a motive for oppressing black people” (p. 

89). Rodney also goes into why the African worker was “more crudely exploited than his 

European counterpart”, including the ideology propagated by European capitalists (p. 150). He 

also names the small size of the African working class, its dispersed nature, and instability as 

factors that made self-organization difficult. 

Rodney asks critical questions regarding the underdevelopment of Africa by Europe, such as 

asking what the impact to Britain had been if millions of them had been “put to work as slaves 



outside of their homelands over a period of four centuries?” (p. 101). He also addresses 

misconceptions about slavery and trade between Europe and Africa, including the misguided 

but oft-quoted theory of “slave-trade apologists” that somehow this arrangement actually 

benefited Africans (p. 102).  Rodney points out that the British often claimed that their desire to 

colonize was actually a good-hearted response to the slave-trade (p. 137). Even King Leopold II 

of Belgium, who murdered millions of Congolese, “used the anti-slavery excuse to introduce into 

Congo forced labor and modern slavery” (p. 138). Rodney asserts “it is our contention that this 

is completely false”, that colonial governments did anything of benefit for Africa or Africans 

(205). Colonialism had, Rodney says, “only one hand - it was a one-armed bandit” (p. 205). 

Rodney uses examples throughout his book of historical methods of underdevelopment as 

perpetrated by Europe and the U.S.A., which amounts to a seriously rich and compelling 

narrative of theft, murder, strategy, “subordination and dependence” (p. 125). Rodney names 

the character of capitalism and imperialism, that they “seek domination”, growing and spreading 

to “get hold of everything in sight” (p. 185). Additionally, these forces as used by Europeans and 

their exploitation of Africa gave “European monopoly capital full opportunities to indulge in its 

tendencies for expansion and domination” (p. 185). Rodney goes on to describe another 

political force, fascism, which he calls a “deformity of capitalism” which “strengthens the 

institutional racism already bred by capitalism” (p. 196).  

One of the “most important consequences of colonialism on African development”, says 

Rodney, is “the stunting effect on Africans as a physical species” (p. 236). Colonialism has led 

to a condition of chronic malnutrition and “deterioration in the physique of African people” (p. 

236). The pre- and post-colonialism conditions of nutrition are wildly disparate, especially 

considering the studied “superiority of indigenous African diet” as compared with the diet 

deficiencies now experienced by many African people, from centuries of monocropping, 



impoverishment, brutal labor, and the dispossession and destruction of previously arable 

farming land (p. 237).  

Rodney goes on to discuss the situation of education by the colonists, an often cited “benefit” as 

provided to African people by Europeans. This claim, he states, is clearly fallacious as it actively 

works against the Europeans’ clear intentions of domination. The only exception would be the 

goal of creating an “African elite” in the image of Frenchmen to help “perpetuate French colonial 

rule”, which Rodney asserts is a tool used by all colonial powers who “produced similar cadres 

to manage and buttress their colonial empires” (p. 258). Rodney points out that despite this 

calculated undereducation by Europeans was commonly defeated by Africans who displayed 

“tremendous vigor” in “mastering the principles of the system that had mastered them” (p. 263). 

African intellectuals often bore a role in African independence struggles “far out of proportion to 

their numbers” (p. 262). It is clear that Europeans were not unaware of this and that “white 

settlers especially feared that, given an opportunity, far too many Africans would master white 

bourgeois knowledge too thoroughly” (p. 272). Rodney quotes a common sentiment found in 

records of colonists, “What need is there to educate the natives? You will give them the 

weapons to destroy you!” (p. 272).  

Concluding with A.M. Babu’s postscript, this voluminous and critical read leaves readers with 

this sentiment,  

We know the subject only too well, and he is a monster. Do we have the capacity to 

make a decision - now that Dr. Rodney has provided us with the knowledge of the 

subject? The people must answer (p. 288).  

 

 


