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Opening Statement

Restoring Justice: New York City’s Leadership Opportunity

New York City has long been a paradox—a beacon of opportunity and innovation, yet also a city deeply complicit in 
systemic oppression. From Wall Street’s early slave market to the destruction of Seneca Village and the 

disinvestment in Harlem, the city’s history is intertwined with the exploitation of Black communities. This legacy has 
left enduring inequities in housing, wealth, education, and health outcomes that persist to this day.

Yet, New York City also has a unique opportunity to lead. It is not only obligated by its history but 
empowered by its resources, creativity, and cultural leadership to chart a new path forward. 
Reparative justice is not merely an acknowledgment of the past—it is a bold commitment to 
creating a future rooted in equity and inclusion.

This submission, "Restoring Justice: A Comprehensive Submission," integrates two essential 
components:

Our vision is clear: to move beyond symbolic gestures toward a transformative, action-oriented 
framework that sets a national precedent for reparative justice.
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TL;DR (Too Long; Didn’t Read)

This submission outlines a bold, action-oriented plan to address systemic racism and advance 
reparative justice in New York City:
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1.  Part I: Response to CORE Ten Questions
Proposes a Joint Commission on Truth and Reparative Justice and a Living Archive of 
Racial Harm to bridge truth-telling with reparative action.
Incorporates lessons from successes like NYC Participatory Budgeting and cautionary 
examples like the California Reparations Task Force.
Centers Black voices and prioritizes binding, enforceable commitments over symbolic 
gestures.

2.  Part II: Comprehensive Academic Paper
Explores NYC’s role in systemic racism, from Wall Street’s ties to slavery to the destruction 
of Seneca Village.
Highlights contributions from Black leaders like W.E.B. Du Bois, James Baldwin, Marcus 
Garvey, and Malcolm X.
Proposes reparations measures including direct financial compensation, community 
investments, land restitution, educational reforms, and institutional changes.

New York’s Obligation: The city’s history of racial harm compels it to lead in reparative justice.
Action-Oriented Vision: Proposals emphasize accountability, measurable outcomes, and 
community-driven implementation.
Transformative Impact: Reparations represent an investment in racial equity, justice, and a 
more inclusive future for all.

Belief Statement:
Truth-telling must inform reparative justice; reparations without acknowledgment are hollow, 
and acknowledgment without repair is insufficient. Healing begins with an honest 
confrontation of the past, followed by tangible redress for systemic harms.
Proposed Action:

Joint Commission on Truth and Reparative Justice: A body composed of historians, 
economists, sociologists, community leaders, and cultural icons whose work reflects the 
lived experiences of Black New Yorkers.
Living Archive of Racial Harm: A secure digital repository preserving testimonies, 
historical records, and artistic contributions by leaders such as Adam Clayton Powell Jr., 
James Baldwin, and Duke Ellington, ensuring their voices inform reparative policy.

Success Metric:
Document 1,000 community testimonies and artistic works within the first 12 months and 
archive them securely as tools for education and policy-making.

Examples of Successful and Cautionary Models:



1.3. Question 3: Meaningful Government Acknowledgment of Harms

1.4. Question 4: Resources for Public Meetings

1.5. Question 5: Resources for Sharing Stories of Racial Injustice

Participatory Budgeting in NYC: Demonstrates how direct community-driven allocation of 
resources builds trust and equity.
California Reparations Task Force: Serves as a cautionary example, showing that 
reparations efforts must include binding commitments and actionable policy rather than 
symbolic gestures.
Close Rikers Campaign: Highlights how sustained grassroots advocacy leads to 
meaningful reform, underscoring the importance of community persistence in shaping 
legislation.

Key Recommendations for NYC:
Establish co-design sessions with local Black organizations such as Weeksville Heritage 
Center and faith institutions tied to Adam Clayton Powell Jr.’s legacy.
Ensure reparations initiatives have enforceable timelines, budgetary allocations, and clear 
accountability mechanisms.
Create a Community Accountability Framework to center Black New Yorkers, particularly 
descendants of enslaved Africans, in shaping and implementing policies.

Formal Apologies:
Issue a public acknowledgment of NYC’s role in slavery, redlining, systemic displacement, 
and cultural erasure, citing events like the destruction of Seneca Village and the 
disinvestment in Harlem. Recognize the intergenerational trauma caused by these injustices.
Symbolic Actions:

Establish memorials honoring leaders like James Baldwin, Marcus Garvey, and Duke 
Ellington, as well as cultural institutions that preserve their legacies.
Develop school curricula highlighting figures like W.E.B. Du Bois, Malcolm X, and Dr. 
Cornel West, whose lives intersected with NYC's fight for racial equity.

Tangible Commitments:
Dedicate a minimum of 2% of the annual municipal budget to Black communities for housing 
equity, education reform, and public health infrastructure.

Practical Support:
Provide stipends to participants for their time and expertise.
Offer childcare, transportation subsidies, and meals to eliminate logistical barriers.
Host meetings during evenings or weekends to accommodate working families.

Trusted Community Spaces:
Conduct forums in historical Black spaces like Abyssinian Baptist Church, Harlem's Apollo 
Theater, and Weeksville Heritage Center to foster trust and participation.
Partner with local faith leaders and artists to amplify community engagement.

Technology Integration:
Adopt hybrid formats (in-person and virtual) to increase accessibility and participation.

Trauma-Informed Spaces:
Ensure venues hosting testimonies include mental health professionals, culturally competent 
facilitators, and quiet rooms for emotional safety.
Technology for Preservation:

Use blockchain or encrypted digital platforms to securely collect and store testimonies.
Partner with NYC libraries and cultural centers to archive oral histories and artifacts 
contributed by Black New Yorkers.

Cultural Expression as Healing:
Collaborate with local artists to create music, theater, and literature reflecting community 
stories. Honor contributions from historical figures like Duke Ellington and contemporary 
leaders such as Dr. Cornel West.



1.6. Question 6: Qualifications for Leading Groups

1.7. Question 7: Encouraging Participation in Truth and Reconciliation

1.8. Question 8: Themes for Reparations Study

1.9. Question 9: Resources for Reparations Study Participation

1.10. Question 10: Qualifications for Leading the Reparations Study

Diverse and Representative Leadership:
Include scholars, artists, activists, and community organizers who represent the breadth of 
NYC’s Black communities, ensuring leadership is grounded in lived experience and historical 
knowledge.
Track Record in Restorative Justice:
Prioritize organizations and individuals with proven success in reconciliation efforts, conflict 
resolution, and community-building.
Interdisciplinary Expertise:
Combine perspectives from sociology, public policy, law, economics, healthcare, and the arts 
to holistically address systemic harms.

Grassroots Partnerships:
Work with nonprofits, community centers, and cultural institutions tied to NYC's Black 
leaders, such as The Studio Museum in Harlem and the Schomburg Center for Research in 
Black Culture.
Incentives for Engagement:

Offer stipends and professional development opportunities, such as training in oral history 
collection or archival research.
Publicly recognize participants who contribute testimonies or creative works.

Cultural Outreach:
Host festivals, art exhibits, and spoken-word events to share progress and encourage 
dialogue.
Use these events to elevate the contributions of figures like Adam Clayton Powell Jr. and 
James Baldwin, ensuring their legacies inspire future generations.

Areas of Inquiry:
Housing Discrimination and Redlining: Document intergenerational impacts of 
discriminatory lending and zoning practices.
Economic Exploitation: Investigate wage theft, labor exclusion, and the racial wealth gap 
exacerbated by NYC’s financial institutions.
Cultural Erasure: Examine the displacement of Black cultural hubs, including the erasure of 
Seneca Village and San Juan Hill.
Environmental Racism: Assess the health impacts of industrial pollution in predominantly 
Black neighborhoods.

Quantifiable Goals:
Produce actionable policy recommendations for each thematic area within 18 months.

Community-Led Workshops:
Train local residents to document historical harms, ensuring grassroots ownership of the 
research process.
Legal and Administrative Assistance:
Provide pro bono legal counsel and archival expertise to help participants interpret historical 
records and formulate claims.
Transparency and Accessibility:

Publish regular updates on study progress, including interim findings.
Maintain a digital dashboard displaying real-time data on participation rates and policy 
outcomes.



1.11. Conclusion of Part I

New York City has a moral and historical obligation to lead the nation in reparative justice. 
Inspired by the legacies of figures like Adam Clayton Powell Jr., James Baldwin, and Dr. Cornel 
West, this initiative must prioritize truth-telling and tangible redress. By centering Black voices, 
creating enforceable policies, and investing in Black communities, NYC can set a national 
standard for municipal reparations, transforming symbolic acknowledgment into transformative 
justice.

Part II: Comprehensive Academic Paper

Restoring Justice: New York City’s Responsibility to Lead in Reparative Justice

2.1. Abstract

This paper examines the necessity of reparations for Black Americans, with a focus on New York City’s unique 

historical context—including its involvement in slavery, systemic racism, and persistent socio-economic inequities. 
Through a critical analysis of historical data, existing reparations efforts, and the economic disparities facing 

Black New Yorkers, this research proposes a robust framework for implementing reparative justice. The proposed 
measures include direct compensation, community investments, institutional reforms, and educational initiatives. 
This document concludes with recommendations for actionable steps toward reparations in New York City and 

explores broader implications for achieving racial equity.

2.2. Introduction

New York City, the nation’s financial and cultural epicenter, has long been a site of profound 
contradiction. It is a city that exemplifies opportunity but has also profited immensely from 
systemic oppression. From the enslavement of Africans in the 17th and 18th centuries to the 
modern-day racial wealth gap, New York's legacy is intertwined with the exploitation of Black 
communities.

This paper contends that New York City has both a moral obligation and the capacity to lead the 
nation in reparative justice. Drawing on its unique historical ties to slavery, systemic racism, and 
the erasure of Black communities, this paper proposes a reparations framework that centers truth-
telling, economic redress, and systemic reform.

2.3. Historical Context of Slavery and Systemic Racism in New York City

Wall Street and the Slave Trade

Wall Street’s origins are deeply tied to the transatlantic slave trade. By the early 18th century, Wall 
Street hosted one of New York City’s first slave markets, where enslaved Africans were bought, 
sold, and rented. This marketplace enriched the city’s financial institutions, which profited from 
insuring enslaved individuals and financing plantations. The economic foundation of modern Wall 
Street was built on the backs of Black labor, uniquely obligating the city to lead reparative efforts.

Seneca Village and Central Park

Multidisciplinary Expertise:
Include historians, economists, sociologists, racial justice advocates, and public health 
experts to address systemic harms comprehensively.
Community Credibility:
Select leaders recognized by local Black communities and cultural institutions, emphasizing 
accountability and trust.
Commitment to Transparency:

Require frequent public updates, open hearings, and opportunities for feedback.
Track progress through key metrics, such as the number of public forums held and the 
timeline for implementing recommendations.



Seneca Village, a thriving Black community founded in 1825, was a haven for African Americans 
seeking stability through land ownership. The community built homes, schools, and churches, 
creating a self-sufficient enclave. In 1857, the city seized the land through eminent domain to 
create Central Park, displacing its residents and erasing their economic foothold. Central Park, 
celebrated as a global icon, stands as a reminder of the systemic erasure of Black communities for 
urban development.

New York as a Cradle for Black Leadership

The city’s legacy of systemic harm is paralleled by its history as a center for Black leadership and 
cultural renaissance. Figures like Marcus Garvey, Malcolm X, Adam Clayton Powell Jr., James 
Baldwin, and Duke Ellington forged movements and works that continue to shape global 
understandings of race and justice:

2.4. Systemic Injustices Post-Emancipation

Redlining and Housing Discrimination

The Federal Housing Administration (FHA) systematically excluded Black families from 
homeownership through redlining, confining them to under-resourced neighborhoods. This policy 
entrenched racial wealth gaps that persist to this day.

Urban Renewal Projects and Displacement

Mid-20th-century urban renewal projects, including the construction of Lincoln Center, displaced 
Black communities like San Juan Hill, eroding generational wealth and community cohesion.

Employment Discrimination

Black workers were systematically excluded from unionized industries, relegated to low-wage, 
unstable jobs. This economic marginalization deepened racial wealth disparities.

2.5. Contemporary Disparities in New York City

The legacy of systemic racism is evident in the city’s persistent racial inequities:

2.6. Existing Reparations Initiatives

California’s Reparations Law Initiative

While the California reparations task force brought attention to historical injustices, its lack of 
binding policy or legislative outcomes highlights the risks of superficial reparations processes.

Marcus Garvey’s UNIA Headquarters: Harlem became the global center of Pan-Africanism in 
the 1920s, promoting economic independence and cultural pride for Black communities.
Malcolm X: Harlem served as a stage for Malcolm X’s transformation into an international 
voice for Black liberation, through his work with the Nation of Islam and the Organization of 
Afro-American Unity.
James Baldwin: Baldwin’s essays and speeches, often rooted in his experiences in Harlem, 
exposed the moral failures of systemic racism in America.
Adam Clayton Powell Jr.: As a U.S. Congressman and pastor of Abyssinian Baptist Church, 
Powell championed civil rights legislation and fought for economic justice on a national scale.

Economic Inequality: According to the NYC Comptroller’s Office (2022), the median net worth 
of Black households in New York is drastically lower than that of white households.
Housing Disparities: Black homeownership rates remain disproportionately low due to 
historic and ongoing discriminatory practices.
Health Inequities: Black residents suffer higher rates of chronic illnesses and lower life 
expectancies due to systemic barriers to healthcare and environmental racism.



Evanston, Illinois

Evanston’s use of cannabis tax revenue to fund housing grants for Black residents offers a 
localized model for reparations tied to specific harms.

Germany’s Reparations for Holocaust Survivors

Germany’s financial restitution to Holocaust survivors demonstrates how reparations can provide 
tangible redress while fostering societal healing.

2.7. Proposed Framework for Reparations in New York City

2.8. Implementation Strategies

2.9. Addressing Criticisms and Challenges

2.10. Conclusion

New York City’s history of systemic harm, from Wall Street’s exploitation of enslaved Africans to 
the destruction of Seneca Village, obligates it to lead the nation in reparative justice. By honoring 
the legacies of figures like James Baldwin, Duke Ellington, and Dr. Cornel West, the city can 
transform its history of exploitation into a future of equity and justice. Reparations are not just 
about addressing the past—they are an investment in a fairer, more inclusive future.
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