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Quaker Faith and Practice

...In personal relationships and in the broader context of community and international affairs a
positive response to aberrant or destructive behaviour through reconciliation, restitution and
reparation may take longer but it will be more likely to encourage the good in all parties, restore
those who are damaged, reduce resentment and bitterness, and enable all those involved to
move towards fuller integration
Quaker Faith and Practice 23.102

Restitution … accepts the reality of what has happened and the right of the sufferer to ‘have
something done about it’. It accepts that the perpetrator is in most cases feeling guilty, or at
least humiliated to have been detected. But it offers him or her an opportunity to regain the
good opinion of the sufferer and the community, and to be seen as a person who can give as
well as take away, who can right wrongs as well as cause them…
Quaker Faith and Practice 23.103

Talking points

In our discussions with ourselves and others – both Quaker and non-Quaker about reparations,
these are the points that are often raised together with the responses we have found through
conversation, reading and discernment. We haven’t included footnotes or a bibliography,
although sources for any factual statements can be provided if necessary.

It all happened so long ago...

Quakers have long supported reparatory justice mechanisms and here is an
opportunity to live by those values. The injustice is ongoing. Colonial exploitation
continued beyond transatlantic chattel slavery, and neocolonialism continues today
– through unfair resource extraction, global economic inequality, racism, racial
injustice, intergenerational psychological trauma and climate injustice. There are
good estimates that just between 1990 and 2015, $242 trillion was appropriated
from the global South.
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What is the point of creating memorials for long-dead
people?

These are people who need to be remembered for their painful struggle against the
injustices and grievous harms that were perpetrated against them. We need to
memorialise them in ways that uphold their humanity and correct our history. Up
until now they have been left out of the history we teach our children and each
other.

Shouldn’t we be pursuing Italy for reparations for the
Roman Invasion?

No, because it isn’t possible to identify living individuals or groups that have been
disadvantaged by the Roman invasion of Britain and to whom we need to seek
reparation.

What about historic Arab slavers?

There was quite a lot of pirating, ransoming and capturing all along the North
African coast as well as across the Mediterranean from Dalmatia, Sicily, Pisa,
Genoa and Venice, among other regions. Slaves / Captives were sold in markets
across the Black Sea and Mediterranean including markets controlled by European
cities such as Genoa and Venice. Many scholars are loathe to call the experience
of those captives ‘slavery’. George Fox referred to them as captives in his letters to
captured Quakers in what is currently Algeria. Mainly though, this is about our
country’s and community’s involvement in Transatlantic slavery, not North Africa’s,
West Asia’s or Italy’s.

What about all the Africans who were part of the slave
trade

Exploitation and amplification of local power and economic structures were intrinsic
to Britain’s development of and exertion of colonial power in Africa. As elsewhere
this doesn’t absolve us of any of our responsibilities.

Quakers were the good guys
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Some Quakers in Britain and America were early and powerful advocates of the
abolition of slavery and as a Society, Quakers ultimately campaigned for abolition.
However, there is growing evidence that Quakers in England, the Americas and the
Caribbean were indirectly and directly involved in all aspects of Transatlantic
Slavery including enslavement, plantations, shipping, insurance, banking, sugar,
chocolate, brass, iron, capital. When George Fox visited Quaker plantation owners
in Barbados, he only advised them to deal ‘mildly and gently’ with their enslaved
workers, freeing them ‘after certain years of servitude’

Bristol Quakers don’t have any money

There is irrefutable evidence that a significant part of some assets that Bristol Area
Meeting currently possess are the proceeds of transatlantic chattel slavery. For
example, eight of the twenty largest contributors to the building of Quaker Friars
became founder members of the Society of Merchants Trading to Africa. In 1954
Bristol Quakers sold Quaker Friars to the City Council. It would be possible to
make long-term plans to raise a Quaker reparations fund, even if Area Meeting
reserves are low at present. Also reparations is not simply about a monetary
settlement.

We should helping victims of current slavery and
poverty rather than historic slavery

The two are not unrelated. There are threads from chattel slavery to these current
systems in terms of companies, flows of capital, economic and political systems,
plus the acceptability of exploitation of people and natural resources. We can’t
carry the whole of Bristol’s or the UK’s or Quakers’ need to give reparation. We
should plan towards reparative justice in true collaboration with the survivors of
historic slavery. We should be curious about what those survivors think needs to be
done about current slavery and poverty rather than worrying they are less worthy
recipients of our charity. In 2021 our city passed a motion calling for atonement and
reparations in relation to the city's role in the transatlantic slave trade, recognising
“the continuation of harm of the legacies that continue to plague contemporary life
for descendants of the Afrikan Caribbean enslaved.”

Who do we give the money to?

Financial compensation will be a small proportion of the work involved, the first
steps need to be stopping the harm and ongoing plunder. We need to do in
collaboration with the descendants of those who were enslaved. We will need to
apply some of our individual and collective resources to this.
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I didn’t do any enslaving

No, but as a society we have all materially benefited from transatlantic chattel
slavery.

My ancestors were poor coalminers, how is it my
problem? Bonded labourers, the working classes in
England and others also suffered appalling
deprivations. Was chattel slavery really that different?

It is possible to find common causes of labour exploitation, rather than setting
different groups of exploited people against each other. In the past many poorer
people supported the anti-slavery cause because they understood the meaning of
deprivation and oppression. There is a wealth of writings and testimonies from
contemporaneous working people, both enslaved and not. We need find these
writings and let them speak about this point.

We should not judge the past by present-day
standards

Even at the beginning of transatlantic chattel slavery, not everyone thought
enslavement was acceptable. In addition, there are cases where it is absolutely
necessary to condemn past evils. No-one says it is wrong to condemn the
Holocaust. Transatlantic chattel slavery was a comparable evil, with millions of
innocent victims over hundreds of years.

I feel so guilty and ashamed

Engaging with the content matter of reparations can engender feelings of guilt and
shame. Guilt and shame are two different things. Endeavour to stay with the guilt
and try to unravel it with someone you trust. It can be a motivator to further
understand and to act on racial injustice and harms. Shame is different, it can be a
triggering reaction. Projecting feelings of anger onto another is not helpful.
Understanding ourselves is key to our own personal growth. Reparations and
reparative justice work require emotional literacy. Let us be moved, to learn, to
understand.
Can you tell your story without centering yourself or your sadness and instead
centre the stories of those who have been harmed?
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