Reparation, Justice & the Quaker Community

Reflections in Response to Four Questions

Question 1

My ancestors were not plantation owners or direct beneficiaries of the trafficking of Africans
across the Atlantic. They were poor coal miners, Irish labourers, working-class people,
immigrants, people who experienced religious persecution, or others who experienced poverty,

discrimination, and exploitation.

More broadly, many groups throughout history have suffered severe hardship, including bonded
labourers, industrial workers, and impoverished communities across England, Ireland, Wales,

Scotland, and elsewhere.

Given that history, why should the issue of reparation for the trafficking of Africans across the

Atlantic matter to me?

Reparation is about systemic injustice, not personal guilt

Reparation is not about assigning personal blame or individual guilt. Rather, it is about recognising

collective responsibility and addressing the lasting impacts of historical injustices.

You may not have personally caused harm, and your ancestors may not have directly held or
trafficked enslaved people. They may themselves have experienced exclusion, exploitation, or
discrimination. Yet reparation asks us to look beyond individual family histories and consider the

wider systems that shaped society.

Many people in Britain were connected to and benefited from the economy created by
enslavement and colonialism, whether through trade, manufacturing, shipping, finance, insurance,
taxation, or employment. Even those who were poor often lived within a society whose institutions
and economic development were strengthened by wealth extracted through enslavement and

colonisation.

Inheritance is not only through bloodlines

When people hear the word “inheritance,” they often think of property or wealth passed down

through families. However, we also inherit societies.



We inherit traditions, institutions, laws, infrastructure, educational systems, cultural assumptions,
and economic structures built by previous generations. We inherit both the benefits and the

burdens of the societies into which we are born.

Reparation concerns not only familial inheritance but societal inheritance. Even if our ancestors
were not wealthy or powerful, we participate in institutions and systems shaped by historical
processes. Likewise, many descendants of enslaved people continue to live with the consequences

of systems that denied their ancestors wealth, opportunity, land, citizenship, and human dignity.

Shared benefits and shared responsibilities

The wealth generated through enslavement and colonial exploitation played a significant role in the
development of Britain’s economy. Profits helped finance industries, infrastructure, banks,

universities, museums, hospitals, and other institutions whose benefits continue into the present.

This does not mean that everyone benefited equally, nor that all British people were prosperous. It
does mean that modern society was shaped by these historical processes and that we collectively

inherit their outcomes.

If we accept collective responsibility for preserving institutions we inherit, there is also a case for

accepting collective responsibility for addressing the harms that those institutions helped create.

Ongoing inequalities

The effects of enslavement did not end with abolition. Systems of racial hierarchy developed to

justify enslavement continued through colonial rule, segregation, exclusion, and discrimination.

As a result, inequalities in wealth, health, education, political power, and opportunity remain linked

to histories of enslavement and colonialism in many parts of the world.

Reparation seeks to address these continuing consequences rather than simply revisit the past.

Acknowledging one group’s suffering does not diminish another’s

The suffering of coal miners, Irish labourers, religious minorities, and other working-class
communities is historically important and deserves recognition; we can acknowledge people’s own

histories of hardship without diminishing others.

Acknowledging the harms of the trafficking of Africans across the Atlantic does not require ignoring
those experiences. Different forms of injustice can coexist, and different historical wrongs may

require different forms of remedy.



The purpose of reparation is not to rank suffering or compete over victimhood. Rather, it is to

understand how particular injustices continue to shape present-day inequalities.

A shared history of hardship can be used as a bridge to connect.

Experiencing oppression does not prevent people from causing harm - privilege is
complex

History is often more complex than a simple division between victims and perpetrators.

People who experienced discrimination or hardship could also participate in systems that oppressed
others. Experiencing injustice does not automatically prevent someone from benefiting from,

supporting, or perpetuating another form of injustice.

We know that white people have varied class and historical experiences; however, whiteness still
carries systemic power, and racism is able to continue because of these structures. This complexity

can be seen in aspects of Quaker history.
For example:

e Some Quakers established a colony on land violently taken from the Lenape Nation and

called it New Jersey.

e Prominent Quakers, including William Penn, were involved in colonial projects that became

part of wider settler-colonial expansion.

e Colonisation was encouraged by the state to increase white Christian settlement and
support the economic development of colonies. This ingrained violent racial hierarchies in
the colonies.

e Some white Quakers who experienced persecution in Britain later participated in colonial

economies that relied upon enslaved labour.

e Economic incentives were provided within colonial systems for the transportation and

exploitation of enslaved Africans.

The history is neither simple nor uniform. Quakers also played an important role in abolitionist
movements and later struggles for justice. Nevertheless, the fact that some Quakers experienced
discrimination themselves did not prevent them from becoming involved in systems that harmed

others.

This reminds us that suffering and complicity can exist together. These conversations are difficult,
but we can help each other.



Engaging seriously with reparation

Meaningful discussions begin with recognising that reparation is not primarily about assigning guilt
to individuals for the actions of their ancestors. It is about understanding how societies inherit the
consequences of past systems and asking what responsibilities arise from that inheritance.

The central question is not: “Was my family to blame?”

Rather, it is: “What responsibilities do we have, as inheritors of our society, towards harms whose

consequences continue into the present?”

These questions require holding both emotional reasoning and logical responses. This is needed in

order for transformation.

Question 2

As Quakers, many of us are deeply concerned about present-day injustices: the treatment of
asylum seekers, climate change, and modern forms of enslavement and exploitation. Should we

not focus our attention on these current issues rather than on historical injustices?

Many Quakers recognise that climate change, poverty, displacement, and exploitation are not
simply the result of individual choices. They are shaped by decisions, systems, and institutions built

over generations.

The people who created those systems may no longer be alive, but their consequences remain with

us.

Reparative justice raises a similar question: what responsibility do societies have for harms whose

effects continue long after the original injustice has ended?
Present-day concerns and historical concerns are connected
It is not a simple either-or choice.

Climate change, forced migration, racial inequality, economic exclusion, and modern-day
enslavement did not emerge in isolation. Many of the systems that shape today’s injustices have

roots in enslavement, colonialism, and the economic models that grew from them.

Understanding these connections can help us respond more effectively to contemporary injustice.

Enslavement and climate injustice



The plantation economies built through enslaved labour were based on the extraction of maximum

profit from both people and land.

Forests were cleared, ecosystems transformed, soils exhausted, and landscapes reshaped to serve
export economies. The same logic that treated human beings as commodities often treated land

and natural resources as limitless sources of wealth to be exploited.

The modern patterns of resource extraction, environmental degradation, and unequal vulnerability
to climate change have roots in colonial economic systems. Wealth accumulated through the
trafficking of Africans across the Atlantic and empire helped fuel industrial development, while

many formerly colonised regions continue to bear disproportionate environmental burdens today.

Climate justice therefore involves not only reducing future harm but also recognising how historical

systems created unequal responsibilities and unequal vulnerabilities.

Intersectionality: enslavement, colonialism, and the treatment of asylum seekers

Many people seeking asylum today are fleeing conflict, instability, poverty, environmental crises, or

economic conditions — many of which are linked to histories of colonialism and global inequality.

The racial ideas developed to justify enslavement and colonial rule helped establish racialised

hierarchies that continue to shape attitudes towards migration, borders, belonging, and citizenship.

At the same time, wealthy nations often seek to protect the advantages accumulated through
centuries of global economic inequality while restricting access to those displaced by its

consequences.

This does not mean that every current-day migration issue can be explained by the trafficking of
Africans across the Atlantic or colonialism. However, it does invite us to consider an intersectional
approach to these issues and how historical systems continue to shape who is vulnerable, who is

welcomed, and who is excluded.

Enslavement and modern-day enslavement

Modern-day enslavement differs from the trafficking of Africans across the Atlantic, but there are

also similarities.

Many forms of forced labour today are embedded within global supply chains that depend upon

finding the cheapest possible labour and shifting social costs onto vulnerable populations.



People are often driven into exploitation by poverty, debt, displacement, conflict, or lack of
alternatives. These conditions are frequently connected to global inequalities that were shaped by

centuries of colonial extraction and unequal economic development.

The idea that profit can be prioritised over human dignity did not begin with modern-day

enslavement, nor did it end with the abolition of the trafficking of Africans across the Atlantic.

Understanding the history of enslavement can help us recognise how exploitative systems adapt

and persist in new forms.

Reparation is forward-looking

It can be understood as a forward-looking process that includes truth-telling, education,

relationship-building, institutional reform, and addressing inequalities that persist in the present.

The aim is not to remain trapped in the past, but to understand how the past continues to shape
the world we live in and to respond accordingly, as past and present injustices are deeply

connected.

The same moral principles apply

When Quakers advocate for asylum seekers, climate justice, or action against modern-day
enslavement, we often do so because we believe that people and institutions have responsibilities

towards those harmed by systems from which others have benefited.

We recognise that justice sometimes requires more than sympathy. It may require

acknowledgement, repair, redistribution, or structural change.

If we believe that today’s societies have responsibilities to address the long-term consequences of
environmental destruction, displacement, exploitation, and systemic injustice, on what grounds
should the long-term consequences of the trafficking and enslavement of Africans across the
Atlantic be treated differently?

Question 3

How would a transformed Quaker community look different from the church as it is today

through our work on reparation?

Greater humility and the ability to tell the truth



It would be a community with a deeper, more honest understanding of itself - a community that
has grappled with the ways it has failed to live up to its own spiritual values and testimonies, and

that is actively seeking to repair that gap.

This transformation would begin with truth-telling. Friends would collectively acknowledge histories
of harm that have previously been obscured or minimised. As a result, the burden of holding and
articulating this history would no longer fall primarily on Black and Brown Friends. Instead, there
would be shared responsibility across the community to understand, name, and respond to that
history. (This would also mark a clear movement toward becoming an actively anti-racist church,
rather than one that aspires to equality in principle but struggles in practice.)

Decolonisation

Through this work, the community would more clearly identify and address its present-day
limitations, including those rooted in unacknowledged power dynamics, inherited narratives, and
colonial assumptions. A decolonial lens would shape how Friends understand both the past and the
present, including asking critical questions about agency: who tells the story, who holds power, and

whose experiences are centred.

Embracing complexity and discomfort

The process itself would be transformative. By grappling with the complexity of the coexistence of
harm and faithfulness, oppression and resistance, Friends would develop a more truthful and

mature understanding of Quaker history and identity.

This includes recognising that, at different times and in different ways, individuals and communities
may have been victims, perpetrators, or actors for justice, often shaped by their position and

privilege.

This reckoning would not be quick or easy; it would require sitting with discomfort, tension, and the
slow unravelling of familiar narratives. The work would not be “finished” - it would be a continual,

ongoing process.

Friends would become more open to hearing from others, able to hold difficult truths, and more
willing to listen without defensiveness. There would be a growing awareness that histories of
oppression and privilege are not distant or abstract but are lived realities that continue within and
around us. The past would no longer be treated as something separate or objectified, but as

something we carry and must take responsibility for in the present.

Culture of openness



Relationships within the Quaker community and globally would also be reshaped. We would be able
to honestly name inequalities in joint endeavours with Quakers abroad, particularly those in
contexts shaped by colonial histories and ongoing injustice. Friends would work towards more
equitable relationships. This would include greater accountability, and attention to how resources,
decision-making, and voice are shared.

There would be a more explicit recognition of power dynamics within meetings and structures.
Friends would remain attentive to who is being heard, who is being overlooked, and how identity
and context shape the risks associated with speaking up. The community would actively work to
create conditions where people can participate without being retraumatised and where existing

inequalities are not reinforced.

New practices and shared responsibility for growth

A transformed community would also develop new ways of being together. Friends would prepare
collectively for difficult conversations, recognising the need for care and intention. They would no
longer rely on Black and Brown participants to educate others but would take shared responsibility
for learning and growth. Harm, when it occurs, would be named and addressed rather than

avoided. Friends would have stronger relationships and greater knowledge as a result.

Spiritually resilient community

Ultimately, the community would be more spiritually resilient and grounded. It would have
developed the capacity to hold complexity, to remain in relationship through discomfort, and to live
more fully into Quaker testimonies of truth, equality, and justice. This transformation would not be
a finished state but an ongoing process - one rooted in honesty, humility, and collective

responsibility.

We would be able to answer:

e Are we truly “Friends” to all?
e Do we recognise our biases?

e Do we listen to all experiences of racism and microaggressions?

Question 4

How would we engage with people who are unconvinced? Do we go to them, do they come to us?

How can we engage people in coming on this journey?



Embed the work in familiar contexts

Embedding this work in familiar contexts helps make reparation more accessible. It can be
integrated into areas that people already understand, such as climate justice, Equality, Diversity and
Inclusion (EDI) work, and approaches rooted in truth, repair, and healing justice. Creating spaces for
engagement, such as reading groups and discussion forums, can support people to engage in ways
that feel approachable.

Tend to the difficult emotions

It is essential to acknowledge and address the emotional responses that this work involves.
Engaging with reparation can bring up resistance, particularly when it involves confronting and
potentially relinquishing forms of privilege. It can lead to feelings of guilt, shame, or defensiveness.
Supporting people through this process means helping them move beyond these reactions toward
accountability and deeper understanding. This includes building the capacity to sit with discomfort
rather than avoid it. A “head and heart” approach is crucial here: intellectual understanding must
be paired with emotional engagement. People need support to build their capacity to remain
present with feelings of shame, complexity, and unease.

The Parable of the Wheat and Tares speaks to this.

The Parable of the Weeds

24 Jesus told them another parable: “The kingdom of heaven is like a man who sowed good seed in
his field.

25 But while everyone was sleeping, his enemy came and sowed weeds among the wheat, and went

away.
26 When the wheat sprouted and formed heads, then the weeds also appeared.

27 “The owner’s servants came to him and said, ‘Sir, didn’t you sow good seed in your field? Where

then did the weeds come from?’
28 “/An enemy did this,” he replied. “The servants asked him, ‘Do you want us to go and pull them up?’

29-30 “‘No,” he answered, ‘because while you are pulling the weeds, you may uproot the wheat with
them. Let both grow together until the harvest. At that time | will tell the harvesters: First collect the

weeds and tie them in bundles to be burned; then gather the wheat and bring it into my barn.””
Matthew 13 (NIV)
We cannot simply rip out and ignore what is harmful - what is harmful is not always seen at the

outset. The parable of the wheat and the tares resonates deeply with our work: it was not

definitively known at the outset what was wheat and what was weed (tare) - they looked the same.



It was only later, upon reflection and after the passage of time, that a clearer view was discerned.
We take from this that if we avoid addressing problems, they will persist and become pervasive. We
must be able to sit with difficult realities and tend to both the harm and healing simultaneously,

repeatedly, relentlessly.

Expand understandings of privilege and harm

Support people to develop a deeper understanding of privilege and harm. This includes exploring
different forms of privilege and capital - for example, social, financial, and institutional.

Reparation is not just about the money

Those new to the concept may not understand that reparation is not just about money. While
financial compensation is important, the work also looks at repairing relationships and addressing
collective and intergenerational trauma. Reparation is not about believing past harms can simply be
‘paid off.” Instead, reparation is much broader. It recognises that the systems shaping our economic,
political, cultural, and social realities are recent and not inevitable, and it opens up real ways of

imagining and building different, fairer alternatives.

Tailor approaches to different people

It is important to tailor approaches to different people, recognising that individuals may be at very
different stages in their understanding or acceptance of the issues. This means considering how
unconvinced someone may be and adapting the way you engage with them accordingly. A range of
approaches can be helpful, meeting people where they are while still inviting them to reflect more

deeply.

Build hope

Central to this work is the need to build hope. This involves nurturing the hopeful emotions that
come from imagining a more just future, and encouraging a sense that meaningful change is both
possible and necessary. For those living with the ongoing impacts of harm, it is especially important

to affirm that they do not have to accept the ‘bare minimum,’ but can seek something more.

Hear from those living within the legacies of harm

The voices of those with lived experience are particularly powerful in this context. We should make
sure they are heard. Stories from people directly affected and those who continue to carry these
legacies in their bodies and everyday lives, can create empathy and genuine connection. These
narratives often help move people beyond feelings of guilt and towards a deeper sense of solidarity

and willingness to act. They also offer important insight and teach us about what it means to live



with the enduring legacies of past Quaker actions, helping to guide more informed, grounded

responses.



