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88 year-old representative John Conyers
“Slavery	is	a	blemish	on	this	nation’s	history,	and	until	it	is	formally	addressed,	
our	country’s	story	will	remain	marked	by	this	blight.”

Since 1989, Conyers has repeatedly introduced a bill that would establish a 
commission to examine the institution of slavery in the U.S. and recommend 
appropriate remedies. 

Conyers says the harm caused by slavery has reverberated for centuries and 
impacted descendants. After decades of Jim Crow segregation there’s been 
racial discrimination and policies that still affect many African-Americans 
today in education, housing, healthcare, and criminal justice.





H.R. 40 would establish a commission to study reparation 
proposals

40 acres was promised to each freed slave family by General 
Sherman – promise later overturned by Lincoln's successor



H.R. 40 would acknowledge that the institution of slavery 
existed here in the US and it has ongoing adverse effects. 

The commission would study the institution of slavery, its 
ongoing effects on the descendants of those enslaved (at least the 
ones here in the US), educate the public, and make 
recommendations to Congress on appropriate remedies. 



My Reparations Bill–HR 40
By IBW21 October 3, 2013 Commentaries/Opinions

(Congressman John Conyers Interviewed)



By Cong. John Conyers

“In January of 1989, I first introduced the bill H.R. 40, Commission to Study 
Reparation Proposals for African Americans Act. I have re-introduced HR 40 
every Congress since 1989, and will continue to do so until it’s passed into law.

One of the biggest challenges in discussing the issue of reparations in a political 
context is deciding how to have a national discussion without allowing the 
issue to polarize our party or our nation. The approach that I have advocated 
for over a decade has been for the federal government to undertake an official 
study of the impact of slavery on the social, political and economic life of our 
nation.

Over 4 million Africans and their descendants were enslaved in the United 
States*  and its colonies from 1619 to 1865, and as a result, the United States 
was able to begin its grand place as the most prosperous country in the free 
world...”



The bill (according to this interview) does four things:

1. It acknowledges the fundamental injustice and inhumanity of 
slavery

2. It establishes a commission to study slavery, its subsequent racial 
and economic discrimination against freed slaves;

3. It studies the impact of those forces on today’s living African 
Americans; and

4. The commission would then make recommendations to Congress 
on appropriate remedies to redress the harm inflicted on living 
African Americans.



John Conyers Interview (Continued)

“What is also encouraging is the dramatic increase in the number of 
supporters for the bill among Members of Congress who are not members 
of the Congressional Black Caucus. 

Just this past month my Colleague Tony Hall, from Ohio introduced a 
bill calling for an apology as well as the creation of a reparations 
commission. So now, for the first time we now have two bills in Congress 
that call for the creation of a commission.”



John Conyers Interview Continued:

“…Though there is historical cognition for reparations and it is a term 
that is fairly well known in the international body politic, the question 
of reparations for African Americans remains unresolved.

And so, just as we’ve discussed the Holocaust and Japanese 
internment camps, and to some extent the devastation that the 
colonists inflicted upon the Indians, we must talk about slavery and 
its continued effects….”



Co-sponsor Date	Cosponsored

Rep.	Cohen,	Steve	[D-TN-9] 04/13/2016

*Rep.	Beatty,	Joyce	[D-OH-3] 05/12/2016

H.R.	40	Endorsed	in	Ohio



4 million? 

The most comprehensive analysis of shipping records over the course of the slave trade is the Trans-
Atlantic Slave Trade Database, edited by professors Eltis and Richardson. 

Between 1525 and 1866, in the entire history of the slave trade to the New World, according to the 
Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade Database, 12.5 million Africans were shipped to the New World. 10.7 
million survived the dreaded Middle Passage, disembarking in North America, the Caribbean and 
South America. And how many of these 10.7 million Africans were shipped directly to North 
America? Only about 388,000. Some scholars estimate that another 60,000 to 70,000 Africans ended 
up in the United States after touching down in the Caribbean first, so that would bring the total to 
approximately 450,000 Africans who arrived in the United States over the course of the slave 
trade. 

Hutchins Center for African and African American Research at Harvard 



450,000 is far less than the 4 million that Conyers mentioned – the 
importation of slaves came to an end in 1808 (as provided by the 
Constitution)

According to the 1860 census, there were 476,748 free colored 
persons and 3,950,538 slaves (13% of the US population).

In his interview Conyers is speaking of slaves alive at the end of the 
Civil War – a number that does not include those who lived and died 
in that peculiar institution over the years it was practiced, descendants 
of the 450,000 brought here from Africa or the Caribbean.  



Rep. Tony Hall’s apology bill

Resolved by the House of Representatives that the Congress apologizes 
to African-Americans whose ancestors suffered as slaves under the 
Constitution and the laws of the United States until 1865.

"The Apology for Slavery Resolution of 2000" 



On 29 July 2008, the U.S. House of Representatives issued "an apology 
to Black Americans for the institution of slavery and the subsequent 
Jim Crow laws that for years discriminated against Blacks as second-
class citizens in American society.“

18 June 2009, the U.S. Senate passed a resolution apologizing for 
"slavery and segregation of African-Americans.“



President Obama signed the Native American Apology Resolution into 
law on Saturday, December 19, 2009.  The Apology Resolution was 
included as Section 8113 in the 2010 Defense Appropriations Act, H.R. 
3326, Public Law No. 111-118.

The Apology Resolution comes with a disclaimer that nothing in the 
Resolution authorizes or supports any legal claims against the United 
States and that the Resolution does not settle any claims against the 
United States.



Is sorry enough?  

Do we need to consider doing more 
than just apologizing?



Consider the following modern reparations social 
movements, which have all been resolved by the 
payment of reparations.



Reparations for: Japanese Comfort Women—WW2 Sex Slaves 
to the Japanese army.



Reparations for: Ireland’s Magdalene Laundries: Life 
imprisonment and slavery for being “promiscuous” or pretty.



Reparations for: WW2 German Holocaust against Jewish people.



Compensation to Japanese Americans for their WW2 
imprisonment. Note: Camp Poston (AZ) used forced labor.



Saying	“sorry”	might	not	be	sufficient	given	the	moral	
leadership	the	US	claims	in	efforts	to	combat	human	
trafficking.



“-if there be an object truly ridiculous in the universe, it is an 
American patriot signing resolution in favor of liberty with the 
one hand, and with the other, brandishing a whip over his 
affrighted slaves.”

Thomas Day, quoted 1842



U.S. AMBASSADOR COPPEDGE re: 2017 TIP Report:

“This morning, Secretary Tillerson released the 2017 Trafficking in Persons 
Report, a reflection of global leadership on this key human rights issue and 
our principal diagnostic tool to assess government efforts across the three Ps 
of prosecution, protection, and prevention. 

The TIP Report is also a symbol of our moral and legal obligation to 
combat human trafficking and is in keeping with our country’s historical 
commitment to advancing human dignity and freedom around the world.” 



Note: The U.S. evaluates other nations re: human trafficking…
U.S. Ambassador Coppage re: 2017 TIP Report(Continued):

“…Here are a few quick statistics from this year’s report. Of the 187 
countries assessed under the minimum standards, 36 countries were 
placed on Tier One, 80 on Tier Two, 45 were placed on the Tier Two 
Watch List, and 23 countries were on Tier Three. In all, there were 21 
downgrades, meaning a country moved down a level, and 27 upgrades….” 



2017 TIP Report (Rex W. Tillerson, Secretary of State)

“Human trafficking is one of the most tragic human rights issues of 
our time…”
“…the crime robs human beings of their freedom and their 
dignity…” 
“…this year’s Report focuses on the responsibility of governments to 
criminalize human trafficking and hold offenders accountable…”

“…The United States is a leader in the fight against human 
trafficking. We seek justice for victims and accountability for 
offenders…” 



With any given TIP report the United States is rating ten percent of the 
other nations in the world as really bad….and apply economic 
sanctions…

Perhaps that number could be reduced if we had more persuasive anti-
trafficking messages instead of economic sanctions



If the US wants to claim moral superiority in 
the fight against trafficking, does the 
Congress have a have a moral obligation to 
pass H.R. 40?



For Kant, as for Hobbes, political authority is created by the establishment of political institutions 
in the civil state. It does not pre-exist in individuals in the state of nature. What exists in the pre-
civil social state, according to Kant, is the moral authority of each individual qua rational being 
and a moral obligation to form a civil state. Establishing a civil state is “in itself an end (that 
each ought to have)” (Kant, Theory and Practice 8:289; see also Perpetual Peace, Appendix I). 
Kant regards the civil state as a necessary first step toward a moral order (the “ethical 
commonwealth”). It helps people conform to certain rules by eliminating what today would be 
called the free-riding problem or the problem of partial compliance. By creating a coercive order 
of public legal justice, “a great step is taken toward morality (though it is not yet a moral step), 
toward being attached to this concept of duty even for its own sake” (Kant, Perpetual 
Peace 8:376, notes to Appendix I; see also Riley 1982: 129f).

Morality and Nations: Source: Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy)



Moral Authority 
Law and Legal Definition

Moral authority is an philosophical concept that should serve as a basis for, but is 
not in itself a rule of written law. The moral authority and legitimacy of law can be 
based on metaphysics or religion, on nature, on some aspect of society, or on the 
individual. It may be referred to as a "higher law", involving right reason, which 
calls a person to the performance of their duties and restrains them from doing 
wrong.



Simplified	version	of	the	morality	arguement

Do unto others as you would 
have them do unto you….



Arguments against H.R. 40 imply that it is pointless to 
pass a bill to study something that is, from their 
perspective, obviously a bad idea. 

They don’t argue against the bill, itself. They argue 
against the practicality of reparations. 



Example: 

The Case against reparations. National Review.

by KEVIN D. WILLIAMSON 
May 24, 2014 2:00 AM @KEVINNR 

A reply to Ta-Nehisi Coates



Arguments against H.R. 40 (National Review 2014)

“…The political interests of African Americans, like those of other Americans, are best served by 
equality under the law.”

“…The economic interests of African Americans, like those of other Americans, are best served by 
a dynamic and growing economy…”

“…The people to whom reparations were owed are long dead; our duty is to the living, and to 
generations yet to come, and their interests are best served by liberty and prosperity, not by 
moral theater…”

Read more at: http://www.nationalreview.com/article/378737/case-against-reparations-kevin-d-williamson



Source Credibility and Moral Authority:

Since the U.S. benefited from African slaves, it has limited moral authority from 
which to persuade Tier 3-type nations to oppose human trafficking. (The parent 
who says, “do as I say, not as I’ve done.”)

The U.S. would have more credibility as a message source if it practiced what it 
preaches. When the U.S. Congress votes down H.R. 40—it could easily be 
interpreted by others as sweeping away our moral obligations.



Main take away: 

An anti-human trafficking social marketing dilemma ensues 
when the world’s moral authority on human trafficking 
refuses to formally consider its own history and obligations 
regarding victims of human trafficking.

The way out of the dilemma is to pass H.R. 40. 



Related issue: What does the world owe to Africa 
for kidnapping its people?



Most experts do not doubt that the forces unleashed by Europe’s 
demand for slaves, gold and other African goods radically 
destabilized societies that were embarking on their own path 
toward development, and laid waste to whole regions of this 
continent.  

Howard W. French, 1998



Thank	you


