
Understanding the links  

between Quakerism and Reparations 

 

 

Quakerism is rooted in Christianity but has always had a deep respect for other faiths which many 

Quakers have learned from over the years. Most Quakers see spiritual experience as central to 

Quakerism, and are open to the leadings of the spirit, in search of truth, justice, peace and 

sustainability1. 

From the 17th Century onwards, many Quakers went into business of all kinds but of note, were 

those Quakers who engaged in the Transatlantic Chattel Slavery Trade through the shipping of 

enslaved people or goods, the manufacturing of iron or brass implements, and the ownership of 

enslaved people and sugar plantations in the Caribbean. The enslavement of African people for over 

two hundred years and their transportation to foreign lands by British Quakers and others was one 

of the most shocking and prolonged crimes of humanity. There is much evidence2 to show that 

British Quaker families in Bristol were involved in the trade for a long time profiting from their 

businesses as shown by some of the grand family homes built in the city and its surrounds. This 

history demonstrates that at least two of the Quaker Meeting Houses in the city were built from the 

proceeds of the sugar trade.  

While this was going on, some Quakers expressed deep concern over Transatlantic Chattel Slavery 

and were clear that those involved in the trade were not being led by the spirit of truth but rather by 

greed and avarice and a desire for a share in the huge fortunes being made. Some Quakers became 

involved in the abolition3 movement and some participated in what became known as the 

underground railroad hiding the few people out of 12 million or more enslaved in the Americas who 

were able to escape the terrible abuse of slavery and the regime under which it was able to prosper. 

Yearly Meetings of Quakers in Britain are where big issues are often discerned and in modern times 

sometimes giving rise to public statements on behalf of Quakers in Britain. In 2011, the Yearly 

Meeting held at Canterbury made strong comments about the environment and climate crisis and its 

links to economic justice. It said  

“We need to arrive at a place in which we all take personal responsibility to make whatever changes 

we are called to. At the same time, we need to pledge ourselves to corporate action. The 

environmental crisis is enmeshed with global economic injustice, and we must face our responsibility 

as one of the nations which has unfairly benefited at others’ expense, to redress inequalities which, 

 
1 QUNO statement on their website 
2 Leaflet produced by and for Bristol Quakers 
3 A movement which aimed to end slavery, was a global phenomenon with numerous participants. Thomas Clarkson, an 
Anglican, and Quakers John Woolman, Benjamin Lay, and Lucretia Mott were abolitionists.  



in William Penn’s words, are ‘wretched and blasphemous.’ (Quaker faith & practice 25.13)  

and 

‘The action we are ready to take at this time is to make a strong corporate  

commitment to become a low-carbon, sustainable community. This will require  

a process to establish a baseline of current witness and a framework in which 

individual Friends and local meetings can share their successes.’  

Since the Canterbury Commitment was discerned there has been an acknowledgement among 

Friends that climate justice and racial justice are intricately intertwined. Hence, the importance of 

Fair Trade and the organisation’s way of understanding development, trade, and economics in a 

post-colonial era and hence the importance of the idea and relevance of reparations as part of the 

healing process. 

In considering the links between Reparations and Quakerism we cannot avoid understanding 

Transatlantic Chattel Slavery. Through it some countries became enriched and were able to prosper 

greatly. It was the exploitation of Africans and others which enabled the development of ‘the New 

World’ and provided the foundations of the Industrial Revolution in England. Countries 

participating in the Trade became enriched while Africans and African countries were impoverished. 

The impact of this is clearly seen today.  So, as Quakers, we have a big task to heal and repair our 

personal and international relationships, while at the same time find ways of creating a just and fair 

community for all. 

We recognise that the term Reparations has been around for some time in relation to Transatlantic 

Chattel Slavery and several organisations and countries in the Caribbean have worked at what this 

might mean from their perspective. The African Union has committed to 2025 as a 'Year of Justice 

for Africans and People of African Descent through Reparations'. As a Quaker community we must 

ask ourselves how best we can repair and heal some of the heinous, physical, and emotional scars 

and wounds born by the enslaved community centuries before and felt by their descendants living in 

our communities today. If we want to have a Quaker community that is diverse and equitable as our 

testimonies suggest, we must take a deep, heart-felt look at what we are doing to bring this about.  

Reparations speak of healing and repair of relationships of all humanity alongside other ways of 

creating a just and fair community. Unless as Quakers, we begin to recognise what it is like to be 

discriminated against, what it is like to live in a country once colonised and exploited by Britain, 

what it is like to feel as a descendant of a people removed from their homeland into barbaric slavery 

and the degradation it enforced, we will find it difficult to rebuild our communities as diverse and 

fair places. Our acts of reparation should be clothed in honesty and humility to enable us to engage 

with a range of people equitably and with equanimity. This means that our spiritual experience and 

understanding will be able to be shared more freely. We could adopt a spirit of ‘ubuntu’ from South 

Africa. 



It behoves us as Quakers to live up to our testimonies that we espouse, Peace, Equality, 

Sustainability, Truth, and Simplicity. How these are woven into our daily lives will be down to each 

one of us to decide, but we hope that as a Quaker community we can act with humility to bring 

about healing and repair with all those we encounter. 
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