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COMMENTARY By DR. DHANPAUL NARINE

Dr. Dhanpaul Narine

Reparations and Sustainability: 

It was simple and com-
pelling. But Prime Minis-
ter David Cameron was 
not buying into it. He said 
that reparations were not 
the answer. When he ad-
dressed Jamaica’s Parlia-
ment in September 2015 
Mr. Cameron admitted 
that slavery was ‘abhor-
rent’ and that the ‘wounds 
run very deep’ but he did 
not give much hope to 
the pro-reparation argu-
ment. In fact Mr. Camer-
on wanted the Caribbean 
to move on and put the 
past behind. According to 
the British Prime Minis-
ter, ‘ I hope that as friends 
who have gone through so 
much together since those 
darkest of times, we can 
move on from this pain-
ful legacy and continue to 
build for the future.’

Cameron’s ‘building 
for the future’ included 
money to upgrade the 
Jamaican prisons so that 
criminals can be sent 
from British prisons to 
serve out their sentences 
in Jamaica. There is also a 
$600 million grant to de-
velop infrastructure in the 
Caribbean. While some 
welcomed these proposals 
there were those that saw 
the British package as a 
band aid treatment to for-
get what is a major wound 
to the psyche of the Carib-
bean. In other words the 
British response did not 
go far enough.

It is no secret that 
slavery and indentureship 
uprooted families and im-
posed a culture that was 
alien to the victims.

The statistics show 
that around six million 
Africans were transported 
to America and the West 
Indies during the period 
1610 to 1865. When slav-
ery ended East Indians, 
Chinese, Portuguese and 
poor whites were taken to 
the Caribbean to supply 
labor on the plantations. 
Native Indians too faced 
the wrath of the masters 
as their culture and econo-
my were disrupted. Many 
Indians were ordered to 
hunt runaways and spent 
months away from their 
communities. There was 
no program in place to at-
tend to their welfare.

The idea of reparations 
has never really included 

slaves or their descen-
dants. In 1852 President 
Abraham Lincoln signed 
a bill ending slavery in 
the District of Columbia 
that called ‘ for imme-
diate emancipation and 
compensation to former 
owners who were loyal to 
the Union for up to $300 
for each freed slave.’  This 
emancipator of slaves 
cared little about the fu-
ture of blacks. By the 
end of 1862 a total of 930 
petitions were approved 
from former slave 
owners. When the 
Civil War ended 
General Sherman 
proposed 40 acres 
and a mule apiece 
for former slaves 
but nothing mate-
rialized.

In 1825 Hai-
ti agreed to pay 
France 125 mil-
lion francs with 
interest in com-
pensation for lost 
property that in-
cluded slaves. The 
sum was fi nally 
repaid in 1947 
which helps to 
explain why Hai-
ti has remained 
poor. In 2010 
President Nicho-
las Sarkozy visit-
ed Haiti and said 
that Haitians ‘have 
been wounded but they 
are standing.’ No offer of 
reparations was made.

Over the years the 
call for reparations has 
been intensifi ed. Ta-Ne-
hisi Coates argues that the 
system has made it dif-
fi cult for blacks to move 
up the ladder and that 
America has a duty to re-
pay its debts to blacks. In 
1998 Rep. John Conyers 
introduced a bill H.R 4O 
in Congress to discuss 
reparations but that bill 
is still to be passed. In 
2007 Prime Minister Tony 
Blair said that slavery was 
‘shameful’ and a year later 
William Hague called the 
system ‘inhumane.’ These 
statements fell short of an 
apology and added little 
to the debate.

In 2014 Caribbean 
governments unveiled 
proposals to demand rep-
arations for the suffer-
ings infl icted by the slave 
trade. Sir Hilary Beckles, 

Vice Chancellor of the 
University of the West 
Indies became one of the 
principal spokespersons 
for the pro-reparations 
lobby. Sir Hilary spoke at 
the House of Commons, 
on behalf of  Caribbean 
governments and made a 
passionate plea for repa-
rations. Sir Hilary point-
ed out that British slave 
ships ‘brought 5.5 mil-
lion enslaved Africans 
into their Caribbean col-
onies and when slavery 
was abolished there were 
just 800,000 remaining.’ 
He called for the terrible 
wrongs to be corrected as 
it was the same House of 
Commons, in which he 
was speaking, that enact-

ed legislation to enslave 
millions.

Sir Hilary also made a 
case for the East Indians 
and Amerindians, who 
along with Africans ‘were 
three acts of a single 
play’, a trifecta in chains 
in an imperial domination. 
They were part of a pro-
cess in which the British 
extracted wealth through 
exploitation. As in the 
case of America slave 
owners were compensated 
by the British Parliament 
and not a penny was given 
to the enslaved since they 
were seen as property.  In 
fact the ex-slaves were 
required to work for free 
for four additional years 
after 1833 in a system of 
Apprenticeship.

It was fi tting then that 
Sir Hilary’s sterling advo-
cacy should take him to 
New York, a city that was 
also built by slave labor. 
The setting was Medgar 
Evers College in Brook-

lyn at the Caribbean Re-
search Center. The Center 
was celebrating its 30th 
Anniversary and some of 
the leading lights in edu-
cation were present. They 
included college President 
Dr. Rudy Crew, Dean Dr. 
George Irish, and Provost 
Dr. Augustine Okereke 
and a wonderful singer 
Ayanna Irish.

Dr. Crew, a former 
Chancellor of New York 
City Public Schools, 
hailed the work of the 
Center and supported the 
call for reparations. Dr. 
Irish thanked Dr. Crew 
for his magnifi cent work 
at Medgar Evers College 
and said that reparations 
were long overdue. Dr. 

Okereke said that he was 
pleased that visits were 
made to Nigeria and re-
ferred to the important 
links between Nigeria and 
the Caribbean.

Sir Hilary Beckles 
gave the keynote address 
‘ From Reparations to 
Sustainability.’ He de-
scribed Medgar Evers as 
a place of communion. He 
said that he was grateful 
for the support of Danny 
Glover who has lent his 
voice for reparatory jus-
tice. Sir Hilary praised 
the work of the Caribbe-
an Research Center and 
defi ned the Caribbean as 
a unifying civilization of 
modernity. But the Carib-
bean is much more.  He 
said that an anchor from 
Columbus’ Santa Maria 
and a portrait of Toussaint 
L’Ouverture in the nation-
al museum in Haiti repre-
sented the beginning of a 
new world.

According to Sir Hil-

ary, ‘ this was the thesis 
and antithesis, the begin-
ning of a world based on 
the genocide of our native 
peoples and the chattel 
enslavement of Africans. 
This was a world con-
structed on those princi-
ples. The Caribbean is a 
civilization dedicated in 
its intellectual energy, its 
cultural force, its philo-
sophical mission to turn 
that world upside down 
and create a world of jus-
tice.’ This position was 
impressive and it set the 
tone for a healthy discus-
sion on the role of the rep-
aratory movement.

Sir Hilary pointed out 
that it was in the Carib-
bean that the idea of de-

stroying slavery 
was fi rst institu-
tionalized to create 
a just society. In 
Haiti, for instance, 
the constitution of 
1805 stated that 
any person of Af-
rican or Native 
American descent 
that arrived in 
that country will 
be classed as free 
would be given cit-
izenship. This was 
groundbreaking in 
a hemisphere built 
on chattel slavery. 
Sir Hilary added 
that whether one 
listens to the mu-
sic of Bob Marley 
or reads the works 
of Walter Rodney 
one is bound to 
feel the energy of 
the Caribbean. The 

idea is to build sustainable 
societies. The ex-slaves 
are leaders of their coun-
tries and are responsible 
for governance and this 
makes them unique.

The struggle continues 
for a just society and it has 
taken hundreds of years to 
come to terms with geno-
cide and apartheid. Con-
fl ict and struggle have 
become the hallmark of 
Caribbean societies in 
Haiti, Cuba and the En-
glish-speaking Caribbean. 
A number of leaders went 
to prison as part of the 
independence struggle, 
including Cheddi Jagan 
and Alexander Bustaman-
te. One of the legacies of 
colonial rule was to keep 
the subjects in a state of 
dependency. In Haiti, as 
we have seen, it was to re-
pay a huge debt. In other 
countries, such as in Ja-
maica, only a fraction of 
the people were literate at 
Independence.

The colonial powers 
had extracted wealth from 
the colonies through a 
mercantile economy. But 
many countries have done 
well after independence. 
As Sir Hilary puts it, ‘ 
Jamaica has done mag-
nifi cently in converting 
a colonial mess into a 
nation state.’ It is fi tting 
that Marlon James should 
win the 2015 Man Booker 
Prize and praise Jamaica’s 
rich literary tradition.

The Caribbean has 
come a long way. It has 
shown resilience and for-
titude despite the forces 
of history being against it. 
Sir Hilary discussed two 
concepts as part of rep-
aratory justice. The fi rst 
is that the Caribbean will 
take responsibility for its 
future. This means that 
the Caribbean do not want 
imperial donations.

Sir Hilary said that 
given the complicated na-
ture of the global fi nancial 
system the Caribbean is 
moving ahead with build-
ing societies that celebrate 
human freedoms. He then 
proceeded to make the 
point that, ‘ all of those 
colonial and slave-own-
ing powers who have 
extracted the wealth and 
enslaved the peoples of 
the Caribbean have a re-
sponsibility and a duty to 
return to the scene of this 
impoverishment and en-
slavement and participate 
in the process of human 
development.’  

This is a powerful 
statement that strikes at 
the heart of the problem. 
Sir Hilary Beckles has 
made the case for repa-
rations. The Caribbean is 
not interested in pittances. 
Debt write-offs, the build-
ing of educational insti-
tutions, the setting up of 
viable industries, recon-
necting with the mother-
lands and programs that 
foster a sense of pride 
within the region are good 
starting points for sustain-
ability. The Caribbean is 
lucky to have Sir Hilary 
Beckles to lend his vision 
to the reparatory justice 
movement.

The views expressed in this column 
are solely those of the writer and do 
not necessarily represent the views 

of the THE WEST INDIAN.

Sir Hilary Beckles was like Moses on 
the mountaintop. He was making 

a passionate case for justice for the 
descendants of natives, slaves and the 
indentured.

Sir Hilary Beckles Makes the Case!

Vice-Chancellor of the University of the West Indies Sir Hilary Beckles with Dr. 
Dhanpaul Narine of the ‘West Indian.’ Sir Hilary is a powerful voice in the repara-
tions debate. 


