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Setting the Compass:

Spatial injustice shapes entire lives and communities. When |
was a child in the 1960s and 70s, Black neighborhoods across
the country were being systematically targeted and torn apart
to make way for urban renewal projects and highway construction.
My own community in Kansas City, Missouri, was fractured

by the construction of a new freeway. While my parents were
able to move our family to a better neighborhood, many others
were not as fortunate, and those who stayed were cut off

from opportunity and locked into a new geography that did not
value their lives or livelihoods. Like many Black, Brown, and
Indigenous communities, the spaces we had built around us were

restructured to disrupt, displace, and exclude.

It is time to change how that story ends. The elegant design of
structural racism and oppression baked spatial inequity into the
very fabric of our streets and neighborhoods and determined who
should have access to secure housing, quality public education,
healthy food, and even a long, fulfilling life. But our zip code

should not determine how long, or how well, we live.

As you will read in the coming pages, reparative spatial justice
offers us a way of confronting these past harms so that we can
begin the task of designing our futures. Across the country,
people are already engaged in this work. From the recent return
of ancestral land to the Tongva people in Los Angeles, to the
housing reparations program established in Evanston, lllinois,
we are seeing the beginnings of a movement of repair and
redress in land and housing policy. However, we urgently need
to scale this work up in order to confront the structural nature

of the problem.

While a reparative frame is new to the PolicyLink portfolio, the
spirit of repair has always been embedded in our work and in
our solidarity with everyday people. That is why | am so thrilled
about the Spatial Futures Initiative. This project is a commitment
from PolicyLink to reckon with the foundational injustices that
have shaped land and housing policy, so that we can begin

to repair and transform these systems. Our inaugural Spatial
Futures Fellowship is an opportunity to uplift, support, and
elevate those who have committed to this undertaking. | see
them as the founders of a new America grounded in rigorous
love for our communities. They are moving beyond critique and
into action. They are answering their ancestors’ prayers by
being bold in their truth-telling and ambitious in their world-
building. They are setting about the real task of deciding what

our collective futures will look like.

For those who are following along with this journey toward
reparative spatial justice, | implore you to resist the urge to debate
and critique. Confronting the violence of this country’s history
launches us right into the whitewater of democracy. Yet, we simply
cannot get to equity without repair, and we cannot get to
repair without love. That much is beyond debate. This is soul

work, and it will require all of us.

Michael McAfee, EdD
President and CEO
PolicyLink
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The spaces and places where people live and work are not just
physical, but are deeply political, and for too long, have been
structured in ways that limit the resources and possibilities
available to Black, Brown, and Indigenous communities. However,
there are growing movements—by and for these communities—
that seek to transform this reality, to envision and actualize
new futures for land and housing justice by confronting past
and present racial harms and injustices. Emerging movements
led by affected communities are seeding new policies and
programs to expand these futures in rural towns and big cities
alike—calling for universal access to stable housing, repairing
relationships with the land, and demanding restitution for
historical and ongoing injustices. These initiatives, rooted in
the very soil of the communities they represent, range from
Indigenous land rematriation in Ohlone territory' to housing
grants addressing discriminatory real estate practices in
Evanston, lllinois.? They include efforts to pass federal legislation
for reparations® and the establishment of housing preference
policies in Portland, Oregon, for those displaced by urban

renewal projects.*

PolicyLink recognizes the intricate weave of housing and land
within the broader tapestry of reparative work, noting the
intersection of local movements with national calls for reparations
to Black Americans. In fact, claims for restitution and
reparations for enslavement preceded Emancipation, and early
claims continue to inform and inspire the contemporary
reparations movement.® Today, calls for reparations, responding
to the enduring legacies of slavery and systemic discrimination,
range from direct financial reparations, to more comprehensive
strategies like land-based compensation. Moreover, there’s a
growing emphasis on systemic solutions aimed at dismantling
structural racism, as seen in legislative efforts such as the
proposed H.R. 40, the Commission to Study and Develop
Reparation Proposals for African Americans Act.® By paralleling
these wider reparative movements with grassroots efforts in
spatial justice, we underscore the shared threads of restoration

and repair woven through them.

The recent influx of infrastructure, climate, and disaster recovery
funding presents a pivotal opportunity to embed a reparative
framework in community investment. Initiatives such as the
Department of Transportation’s Reconnecting Communities and
Neighborhoods Grant Program exemplify how communities

can leverage these resources for reparative spatial justice.”
This initiative is redefining infrastructure not just as a foundation
for transportation systems, but as a critical aspect of

environmental justice and community well-being.
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The transformational impact of community-driven solutions is
vividly demonstrated in initiatives like the Sheridan Expressway
Campaign in the Bronx and the Claiborne Corridor Cultural
Innovation District in New Orleans.? These models showcase how
spaces traditionally viewed as mere transit corridors can be
revitalized into hubs of cultural and communal vitality. They
exemplify the potential of repurposing spaces for retail, cultural
events, and community services, thereby enriching and

empowering local communities.

This alignment and integration of efforts across various
communities and scales of action represent a significant step in
the journey toward reparative spatial justice (see the
glossary for a full definition on page 10). This movement is not
just about rectifying past injustices; it is an aspirational world-
building endeavor. It reimagines and reshapes spaces to enable
historically marginalized communities to reclaim their connection
to land and obtain restitution for the long-standing impacts of
racist policies and practices. Reparative spatial justice, by
addressing both the where and how of justice, recognizes the
temporal dimensions of justice, weaving together the past,
present, and future. It aims not just to redistribute tangible
assets like land and housing but to foster intangible yet
vital elements like healing, growth, and well-being. In this
transformative journey, leaders and activists are both
critiquing existing paradigms and actively crafting spatially

equitable futures.

In this expansive movement, PolicyLink is dedicated to
interconnecting and elevating these diverse efforts. By situating
housing and land justice initiatives within the expansive scope
of reparative spatial justice, we aim to forge both theoretical
and practical connections among varied movements. This collective
approach is essential for ensuring equitable access to power,
resources, and opportunities, thereby enabling historically
marginalized communities to shape their spaces in harmony with
their needs, dreams, and aspirations. In reckoning with the past,
these leaders are becoming the architects of futures in which
home and land are for all people, instead of mere commodities
to be bought and sold.

The Spatial Futures Initiative

The PolicyLink Spatial Futures Initiative stands at the
forefront of a bold, imaginative journey, dedicated to remolding
the contours of our societal landscape. The Spatial Futures
Initiative aims to be a potent catalyst and a visionary policy
hub, unearthing and challenging the deep-seated racial inequities
in this country’s land use and housing policies. Our mission is to
harness and direct a swell of resources to catalyze and co-create
reparative spatial futures. Through this initiative, the PolicyLink
housing team will research and maintain a database of spatial
justice policies and projects, serving both to document effective
practices and to actively sow the seeds for their widespread

adoption and replication.

We are also cultivating the Spatial Futures Fellowship, a
network of innovative practitioners who are crafting strategies
for reparative spatial justice within their communities. Our
database and network will collectively serve as a megaphone,
amplifying local initiatives and community-driven strategies,
advocating for their adoption on national and global stages.
We envision a world where success in one community sparks
inspiration and ignites change in others, creating a ripple effect

of reparative spatial justice.

As we embark on this journey, we acknowledge that the path to
repair and reckoning is an ongoing process, and we are committed
to evolving alongside the communities we serve. Our aim is to
join forces with those who dare to dream of futures where our
homes and land are the very bedrock of community and well-
being. This publication, “Grounding Justice: Toward Reparative
Spatial Futures in Land and Housing,” serves as both a call to
action and an open invitation for collaboration and discussion,
embracing the conversations, tensions, and collective growth
that this path demands.

This initiative, however, is more than an isolated effort. It
exemplifies PolicyLink’s overarching commitment to a framework
of reckoning, repair, and transformation, a philosophy that
transcends all areas of our work, including infrastructure equity,
environmental justice, and water equity. We recognize

that each of these domains is deeply interwoven with spatial
justice and that together, they form the fabric of a just and

equitable society.
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In this inaugural publication, we aim to illuminate the critical need
for a reparative spatial justice framework in land and housing
policy by uplifting research findings, policy recommendations,
and a multitude of perspectives that each shed light on the
multifaceted nature of reparative spatial justice. Drawing from
a comprehensive literature review compiled by the PolicyLink
housing team and the empirical insights of qualitative research
conducted by Social Insights, this paper also offers a synthesis
of conversations with advocates, practitioners, and thought
leaders in the fields of spatial justice, reparations, housing
justice, and land justice. The fusion of these insights frames a
set of evidence-based recommendations, charting a course for
practitioners, researchers, policymakers, organizers, and

advocates dedicated to this transformative work.

We invite our readers to delve deep into introspection and
dialogue, to explore what reparative spatial justice truly means
for them and their communities, to explore how these concepts
resonate with their lived experiences, and to consider how they
might manifest in the tangible reality of their surroundings.
This process of reflection is vital for fostering a deep, personal
connection to reparative spatial justice, thereby collectively

growing the movement for change.

The Goals of the Spatial Futures Initiative

The allocation and control of space is a stark testament to the
systemic inequities at the foundation of our nation’s past and
present. Decisions about our spatial topography—from forcibly
taken Indigenous lands to the urban redlining that segregates
communities—have long reflected our dominant societal values,
and, more critically, our systemic biases. The Spatial Futures
Initiative is born out of a profound commitment to redress these
spatial injustices that have left indelible marks on the

topography of opportunity in our nation.

Goal 1: llluminate Systemic Inequities in Policy Architecture
Rigorously identify and analyze policies that systemically
perpetuate racial disparities in land use, housing, and economic
domains. Establish an incontrovertible evidence base that
exposes the mechanisms through which Black, Brown, and
Indigenous communities are systematically stripped of land and

communal wealth, and displaced.

Goal 2: Architect Transformative Policy Recommendations
Develop a detailed suite of policy recommendations rooted in
a “reckon, repair, and transform” framework. Advance federal
reparative land and housing policies, framing them as the
cornerstone of a broader vision where housing is seen as a

universal guarantee, not a privilege.

Goal 3: Amplify Reparative Spatial Justice Interventions
Accelerate wins in housing and land justice by testing and
scaling groundbreaking organizing, market-influencing, financing,
legal, and policy strategies. These interventions will be agile
enough to adapt from local to national contexts. Spotlight and
disseminate innovative models for public and private investment
that amend both historical and ongoing injustices, especially

those exacerbated by escalating climate change.

Goal 4: Build Movement Infrastructure

Champion the flow of resources, knowledge, and innovative
research to equip communities, advocates, and policymakers
with actionable and bold ideas to achieve housing and land
justice. Foster radical approaches to spatial reparations, land
restitution, and community land stewardship. Build synergistic
networks with other movement leaders to collaborate, exchange

best practices, and mobilize collective action.

Goal 5: Forge Narrative Strategies

Craft and implement powerful narratives to reframe and propel
the national discourse on reparative spatial justice, thereby
altering the intellectual and ethical framework that shapes land

and housing access.
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Research Methods and Tools

The Spatial Futures Initiative will employ a range of
methodologies to produce a robust set of reparative spatial

justice tools.

¢ Spatial Futures Fellowship: A cohort of emerging leaders in
the field, fostering collaboration and nurturing the next
generation of spatial justice advocates.

e Policy Scan: A comprehensive database of spatial
reparations programs and projects, to serve as a repository
of knowledge and best practices.

¢ Policy Blueprints: Sketches of model legislation and practical
program ideas, designed to be both inspirational and
immediately applicable.

¢ Frontline Stories: In-depth case studies that offer a granular
view of challenges and opportunities while amplifying
seldom-heard voices.

¢ Beyond the Page: An array of dynamic multimedia tools,
such as educational videos, podcasts, and interactive
platforms to disseminate pivotal research findings and policy

recommendations.

Commonly Used Terms

Abolition: A movement that seeks to abolish societal structures
rooted in harm, punishment, policing, and incarceration, and

to build community safety by establishing new structures of care
that meet people’s basic needs. The term hearkens back to
slavery abolitionists, who were steadfast in their conviction that

the institution of slavery was beyond reform.

Afrofuturism: A multidimensional socio-political and artistic
movement that envisions liberated futures where Black culture,
identities, agency, and creative expression are central to the
construction of new worlds and redlities. The movement challenges
historical injustices and reimagines Black potentialities through
speculative fiction, visual arts, and advanced technologies.

It is not merely an aesthetic but a larger framework for critiquing
present-day dilemmas and imagining new futures through a

Black cultural lens.

Community Land Stewardship: Refers to the collective
governance and management of land by the community, primarily
for communal benefit. This model of stewardship is designed

to ensure that the use, development, and management of land
are directed toward serving the long-term interests of the
community, particularly those of marginalized groups. It is

a form of land tenure that resists speculative pressures and
commodification, often utilizing legal and organizational
structures, such as community land trusts, to hold land in trust

for present and future generations.

Indigenous Futurisms: Indigenous Futurisms is a creative
movement that imagines future or alternative realities through
an Indigenous perspective, often blending elements of speculative
fiction and Indigenous knowledge. In the context of reparative
spatial justice, it challenges colonial narratives and advocates
for Indigenous sovereignty and rights in land use, offering
transformative visions that align with the principles of repairing

historical and ongoing injustices related to land and space.
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Land Rematriation: Refers to the return of Indigenous lands
to Indigenous peoples. This involves both restoring sacred
relationships between Indigenous peoples and their ancestral
lands, and reclaiming Indigenous sovereignty. The concept
challenges and subverts the patriarchal violence and capitalist
drives of settler colonialism that have stripped Indigenous
peoples of their lands, cultures, and self-determination.
Rematriation, specifically, is called out in order to recognize the
ways that Native land stewardship can undermine the patriarchal
paradigm of capitalistic land ownership and possession.
Rematriation highlights the importance of dismantling patriarchy,
acknowledging the destructive role that it has played within
colonialism, and positions the process of connecting and building
relationships with ancestral homelands in order to combat and

undermine colonial norms, laws, and policies.’

Racial Capitalism: First articulated by Black critical theorist
Cedric Robinson, this concept holds that racism and capitalism
are mutually constitutive, reinforcing systems.” According to
Robinson, capitalism from its origins has depended on racialized
exploitation and expropriation. This relationship is particularly
evident in structures like the transatlantic slave trade and
colonialism, which facilitated the accumulation of capital by
European powers through the systemic disenfranchisement

of non-European populations.

Reparative Justice: A holistic framework to address harm that
seeks to reckon with, repair, and transform its source in historical
and ongoing oppression. Reparative justice forgoes punitive

or compensatory measures to focus on the transformation of
social systems and power relations that have perpetuated
injustices against impacted communities. The aim is not merely
to correct past wrongs, but to create sustainable frameworks

for equitable futures.

Reparative Spatial Justice: A transformative approach to
rectify historical and ongoing injustices in the allocation and
use of space, housing, and land. It is an aspirational world-
building endeavor, aimed at reconfiguring spaces where
historically marginalized communities can reclaim their connection
to land and gain restitution for enduring racist policies and
practices. This approach involves rectifying past wrongs and
shaping inclusive, equitable spatial futures, with a focus on
communities’ active participation and agency in creating their

own spatial environments.

Restitution: A set of measures designed to restore victims or
communities to the condition they were in prior to experiencing
injustices or violations. This can take multiple forms, including
financial compensation, land return, and public acknowledgment,
among others. It aims for justice that is transformative rather

than merely punitive or compensatory.

Settler Colonialism: Refers to a system in which a foreign
colonial power occupies a territory with the aim of permanently
replacing the existing people, culture, and society with its own.
Unlike other forms of colonialism, which may involve temporary
occupation or resource extraction, settler colonialism involves
a persistent effort to erase and replace Indigenous populations

and ways of life.

Spatial Justice: Popularized by geographer Edward Soja, spatial
justice posits that space is inherently political: it is produced by,
but also produces, the social relations in which we live. The
concept emphasizes the “fair and equitable distribution in space
of socially valued resources and opportunities to use them.”"

It offers a framework for interrogating how spatial arrangements
reinforce social inequities and provides tools for imagining

more equitable spatial futures.

Spatial Reparations: Socioeconomic and political strategies
aimed at redressing and repairing the environmental and
spatialized consequences of historically racist displacement and

dispossession.

Structural Racism: Structural racism refers to the mutually
reinforcing systems, institutions, policies, practices, and social
norms by which societies foster and perpetuate racial inequity.
It is not dependent on individual acts of discrimination but
rather embedded within the legal, cultural, and social frameworks
that produce adverse outcomes for Black, Indigenous, and
people of color, while conferring opportunities and advantages
to white people. It manifests in various sectors, such as health
care, education, employment, and criminal justice, in a self-

sustaining cycle.

Temporal, Temporality: Of or relating to time; the state of

existing within or having some relationship with time.

Grounding Justice: Toward Reparative Spatial Futures in Land and Housing

10



In preparation for the crucial learning journey of the Spatial
Futures Initiative, the PolicyLink housing team conducted an
extensive literature review spanning a wide range of fields,
including legal, policy, housing, planning, social science, and
health. This exploration delved into issues of land access and
housing inequity, examining the historical roots of spatial
inequities and the generational impacts of housing insecurity.
Moreover, it scrutinized various housing reparations approaches.
Our review unearthed a spectrum of reparative frameworks
and strategies, each offering a unique perspective on how to
confront both historical and contemporary injustices in land and
housing. These approaches are presented in the next section,

“Laying the Groundwork for Repair.”

Spatial Injustices and Racial Disparities

The first step to collectively architect our just land and housing
futures is to reckon with the historical continuum of entrenched
systems and structures that have systematically dispossessed

Black, Brown, and Indigenous communities of their spatial and

temporal resources.

Since 1491, settler colonialism on the North American continent
has sought to disrupt and erase Indigenous relationships to
land in order to produce property for white European settlers.
Prior to colonization, Indigenous people stewarded over 2.4
billion acres of land that would eventually become the United
States. Due to genocide, forced migration, and mass land theft,
today Indigenous people have been dispossessed of nearly 99
percent of these ancestral lands.™ Chattel slavery, beginning in
1619, entangled race and property, creating conditions whereby
enslaved Africans were considered property and forced to work
on stolen land. Denied their full humanity under the law, enslaved
Africans were forbidden from purchasing and owning land and
property. After slavery was abolished, governments made
decisions that controlled where Black and Indigenous people
could live, limited their access to financial resources, and
impeded the health of their neighborhoods, well-being, and

even their life expectancy.

The United States’ foundational and violent policies have
perpetuated a cycle of exclusion and spatial injustice, preventing
Black, Indigenous, and people of color from securing housing,
land, and generational wealth, while reinforcing the concentration
of these resources for white populations. This structural imbalance
continues to manifest in the 21st century as displacement,
disenfranchisement, racialized exclusion, and other forms of

spatial injustice. This cycle is characterized by segregation,

Grounding Justice: Toward Reparative Spatial Futures in Land and Housing
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redlining, racially restrictive covenants, exclusionary zoning,

I”

and “urban renewal”—practices that entrenched spatial injustice
and inequity across the country. Neighborhoods predominantly
occupied by Black and Brown residents, labeled as “high-risk,”
frequently faced rejection from lenders in securing financial
investment essential for their economic stability.” Meanwhile,
governments encouraged the elimination of urban blight,
making way for extractive policies like eminent domain,™ tax
foreclosures, and evictions, robbing many Black families of

economic security and their own futures.™

Decades of discriminatory zoning practices, federal discrimination,
and historic disinvestment in communities of color have also

led to large disparities in neighborhood housing quality and
disproportionate exposure of Black and Brown communities to
climate-related disasters, environmental pollution, and co-
location to toxic waste sites. In neighborhoods across the country,
local governments conspired with businesses to locate polluting
operations—roadways, highways, industrial plants—in redlined
communities. As a result, Black, Brown, and Indigenous people
are more likely to be affected by health hazards such as the
inability to regulate temperature and greater exposure to noxious
pollutants and allergens (lead, smog, dust mites). These
hazards can have immense negative health impacts, particularly
on children, and have contributed to higher rates of Covid-19
infection and death in these same communities.™ A recent
study found that groups residing in formerly redlined areas live
with more pollutants from cars, trucks, buses, coal plants and
other nearby industrial sources than neighborhoods that were
graded “best” by Home Owners’ Loan Corporation (HOLC)

maps."”

Today, Black people are 75 percent more likely to live near
waste-producing facilities, while the US Department of Housing
and Urban Development (HUD) owns, operates, or subsidizes
18,158 properties located within one mile of Superfund sites,
with the majority of HUD tenants being people of color.™
Residential segregation is also closely related to food access,
nutrition, and health. Even when adjusting for individual
education, income, and employment status, people living in
racially and economically segregated neighborhoods have

higher instances of heart disease.”

1887

Dawes Act

The US government seized
two-thirds of remaining
sovereign Indigenous lands
and forcibly converted those
tribal lands into small,
individually owned lots
redistributed to white

Americans.

1935-1939

Home Owners’ Loan

Corporation underwriting

The US government seized
two-thirds of remaining
sovereign Indigenous lands
and forcibly converted those
tribal lands into small,
individually owned lots
redistributed to white

Americans.

1944

Gl Bill

This federal legislation
secured housing and
generational wealth for white
American veterans, but
allowed banks to discriminate
against Black veterans and

deny them home loans.

1956

Federal-Aid Highway Act

This legislation authorized the
construction of highways
throughout the nation, many
of which were purposefully
directed through Black and
Brown communities and
facilitated the theft of homes
and land through eminent

domain.?

1830

Indian Removal Act

The US government forcibly
relocated Indigenous people
in the United States to make
room for white European

settlement.

1934

Creation of the Federal
Housing Administration

(FHA)
The FHA established the

foundation for federal
housing discrimination for
decades to come,
institutionalizing divestment
and redlining in Black and
Brown communities while
systematically privileging
white communities with
mortgages and suburban

development.

1949

Housing Act of 1949
This act funded the

demolition of disinvested
neighborhoods under the
guise of revitalization,
ushering in the urban
renewal era in which
predominantly Black and
Brown neighborhoods were

destroyed.

Grounding Justice: Toward Reparative Spatial Futures in Land and Housing

12



Further, the historical practices of segregation, disinvestment,
and the devaluation of Black and Brown communities created
the conditions for the proliferation of predatory lending
schemes in the early 2000s.2° For many Black and Brown
homeowners, these schemes were a precursor to disaster and
many would lose their homes during the nation’s foreclosure
crisis and recession in 2008, leading to millions of dollars in
generational wealth being lost. Conversely, what Black,
Indigenous, and people of color lost through exclusion and
segregation, white people gained via a long history of policies
designed for them to accumulate wealth, passed on between

generations through housing.

Today, under constant threat of displacement from their
homes—and often preoccupied with financially surviving the
next day, week, or month—Black, Brown, and Indigenous
families are often denied the opportunity to dream about and
plan for their futures. A few key examples of historical and
ongoing mechanisms of spatial injustice are provided below—
acts of exclusion, dispossession, and erasure that have limited
not only physical spaces, but also intergenerational possibilities,
for these communities. While this list is far from exhaustive, it
serves as a critical cartography of the major eras of displacement,
disenfranchisement, and denial of generational wealth in

this country.

Gaps in Land Access and Usage

Current land usage in the US, the history of who has owned
the land, and who continues to enjoy access to it have deep
implications for the future of everyone living in the US, and
especially people who have been systematically denied access
to land or property. Land accessibility and rights are also a
critical global priority, and the United Nations Human Rights
Commission has identified land as a key foundation for the
realization of human rights.?? As a report by the International
Land Coalition emphasizes, there are interconnected, “social,
economic, environmental and political consequences of land

inequality.”?

Forces such as climate change, rapid urbanization,
socioeconomic polarization, displacement, and conflict continue
to affect the ability for land to be effectively utilized for the
aforementioned human rights goals.? International perspectives
on land usage specifically highlight challenges in post-conflict
land transactions, climate change resettlement, and land access

for marginalized groups, such as women.?

In the US, dominant narratives related to land access center on
the utilization of land for farming or agricultural purposes.?
Perspectives on housing or residential uses for land are frequently
mired in debates about regulations, zoning, and the ever-
increasing cost of land and housing prices, reinforcing a distinct
scarcity model.?” There are continued references in the literature,
however, to the historic, cultural, and metaphysical ties to land
for people, which prompt scholars to go beyond preconceived
notions of the meaning and value of land, especially in relation
to humanity.?® Further, some scholars have advanced theoretical
frameworks that rationalize the processes of spatial production
by identifying how sociopolitical forces like race influence land

use decisions.?

Grounding Justice: Toward Reparative Spatial Futures in Land and Housing

13



How Land Is Utilized Now

According to a 2017 study conducted by the US Department of
Agriculture’s Economic Research Service, nearly three-quarters
(74 percent) of the 2.3 billion acres that the US occupies is
used for grassland pasture, rangeland, forest-use land, and
cropland.® Comparatively, urban land area comprises just 3
percent of overall land use.® Land usage also varies by region
because of variations in environmental and climate factors
and differences in regulation, topography, and population.
Additionally, almost 60 percent of land in the US is privately
owned whereas only 36 percent of land is owned by federal,
state, or local governments. Only 3 percent of US land is owned
by the Bureau of Indian Affairs.*2

The ownership of land has and continues to be dictated by the
interests of a small number of landowners, rather than the
interests and needs of communities or those who occupy the
land. This owner-tenant power imbalance has affected various
aspects of daily life for those who occupy the land, but do not
exert legal control or ownership over it.** Specifically, literature
regarding land use and housing largely focuses on regulatory
actions that drive market prices of land and, in turn, housing
and segregation patterns.** For example, a 2021 study
evaluating the ways that concentrated land ownership in New
York City affected rent prices found that a 10 percent increase
in ownership concentration in a census tract was associated
with a one percent increase in rent.*® Other studies have shown
how monopolized land ownership exacerbates housing costs, as

a small group of powerful private owners treat land and housing
exclusively as profit-producing commodities.? % Addressing
this challenge demands reckoning with the historical and
cultural legacies of land dispossession, inaccessibility, and theft
in the United States that undergird modern property ownership

power dynamics.3®

Indigenous Land Theft and Black Land
Dispossession

It is important to understand the magnitude of land dispossession
that Indigenous nations and Black communities have experienced.
Indigenous nations were dispossessed of 98.9 percent of their
land, and over 40 percent of known Indigenous nations have
no recognized land base.?’ Land dispossession for Black
Americans began immediately following the Civil War and during
Reconstruction. Reconstruction Era reparations policies that
aimed to alleviate a looming hardship for the millions of newly
freed Black southerners failed as soon as federal legislative
actions were steered to benefit white men, and frequently,
white Confederate landowners as “reparations for their losses.”*°
Later, Black land dispossession continued: between 1910 and
1997, Black farmers in the US lost an estimated 90 percent of
the 16 million acres of land they owned in 1910, representing a

value loss of approximately $329 billion.*

Land loss and dispossession among Black, Indigenous, and
people of color reflect different historical contexts, and it’s
important to recognize this when considering the specific
modes of racialization that impact these different communities.
For Indigenous peoples, land dispossession is not just about
land, but has contributed to and compounded the erasure of
Indigenous language, culture, and sovereignty. Ultimately, the
intergenerational loss of land, the historical trauma of forced
dispossession, and the loss of highly revered cultural, ancestral,
historic, spiritual, and economically valued land has had
dramatic effects on the psyches of Black and Indigenous
people. This is especially true as both Indigenous lands and
majority-Black residential lands are more likely to face the
harmful effects of the climate crisis, which has led to a continued

loss of land and property.*

Today, these spatially marginalized communities continue to
suffer from systemic inequities. They face not only discriminatory
public and private development policies, but also unequal
access to fair mortgage lending, unfair and wealth-stripping
tax property over-assessments, and inequitable distribution of
recovery assistance in the aftermath of natural disasters. The
following statistics illustrate the ongoing, cumulative impact of
public policy and private practices engineered to disenfranchise

Black, Brown, and Indigenous communities.
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Between 1934 and 1962, the federal government backed
$120 billion in home loans. More than 98 percent were

granted to white Americans.*?

A study covering 118 million US homes found that Black and
Latinx residents face a 10-13 percent higher tax burden for
the same bundle of public services, resulting in a

differential tax burden of an extra $300-$390 per

household annually.*

The devaluation of homes in majority-Black neighborhoods
penalizes homeowners in Black neighborhoods by an
average of $48,000 per home, amounting to $156 billion in

cumulative losses.*®

In 2020, the homeownership rate for white Americans was
72 percent, compared to 42 percent for Black Americans,
48 percent for Latinx people, and 58 percent for Native

Americans.*

In 2020, 56 percent of Black renter households were
housing cost-burdened, meaning they spent more than
30 percent of their income on housing costs, compared to

45 percent of white renter households.*”

A study of the impacts of natural hazards on wealth
inequality showed that in counties with extensive hazard
damages of at least $10 billion from 1999 to 2013, white
households gained $126,000 in wealth, on average. By
comparison, Black households lost an average of $27,000
in wealth and Latinx households lost $29,000.%8

The Covid-19 pandemic, and the underlying inequities that
were exacerbated as a result, caused over five million
households, 65 percent of whom are people of color, to fall

behind on rent and at risk of eviction.*

What these statistics do not capture is the multitude of

spatial futures that have been lost through the persistent

denial of Black, Brown, and Indigenous communities’ rights

to shape the spaces around them according to their own

dreams and desires.

Psychological Impacts of Spatial Injustice

The ongoing US housing crisis has led many researchers to
evaluate the psychological impacts of housing insecurity on
people at risk of losing their homes and their ties to place. The
literature has widely identified that evictions, or forced moves,
lead to significant negative mental health effects such as
depression, anxiety, psychological distress, and even suicide.*®
These mental health impacts have been found to last for years
after the initial eviction filing.”' Some scholars have examined
the distinct effects felt by specific racial groups in various
locations; for example, a study of eviction filings in Memphis,
Tennessee, found that poor mental health was linked to higher
eviction filing rates in majority Black neighborhoods, but the same
pattern was not observed in majority white or racially diverse
neighborhoods.*? Finally, the literature on the psychological
impacts of housing insecurity mostly observes the ways racially
motivated policies—such as redlining, segregation, and lending
discrimination—intersect with existing spatial inequalities,
resulting in disparate mental health outcomes among various

demographic groups.*®
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Reparative Frameworks for Addressing
Spatialized Racism

Addressing spatialized racism requires an unflinching commitment
to a reparative framework. Dr. Michael McAfee’s insightful
observation that it is “difficult to achieve results at scale when
past wrongs have not been righted” encapsulates the essence
of this approach. He advocates for reparations as a means to
evolve our collective consciousness from mere charitable actions
to true liberation.* This sentiment aligns with the findings of a
2021 policy brief from the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation
which urges the establishment of a Presidential Commission on
reparations to address and redress discriminatory federal housing
policies that have historically restricted African Americans’

access to housing and opportunities.®®

Further emphasizing this need, the National African American
Reparations Commission advocates for investing in spatial
reparations, which they define as creating a geography that is
both restorative and reparative in offering socioeconomic and
political opportunities, particularly to those affected by American
slavery and their descendants.> The Homes Guarantee Briefing
Book takes this a step further by suggesting that a reparative

framework should begin with a quantification of the losses

Photo by Akil Mazumder

suffered by Black and Brown families due to a history marred
by the genocide and removal of Native Americans, chattel
slavery, Jim Crow-era state-sanctioned terrorism, and the denial
of wealth-building opportunities through redlining, deed

restrictions, and urban renewal.®”

The Covid-19 pandemic starkly highlighted the urgency for
innovative approaches in housing justice. Designing solutions
that tackle the root causes of systemic racial inequities will
require adopting an ethical stance that encompasses reckoning,
repair, healing, transformation, and equity. Imagine the
possibilities if state and local governments, in partnership with
community organizations, housing activists, policymakers,

and private sector allies, were to amplify and replicate existing
models that effectively address historic and ongoing housing
discrimination and spatial injustice. Such collaborative efforts,
blending public policy initiatives with grassroots activism and
private sector engagement, hold immense potential to generate
a wide-reaching, inclusive impact. This multistakeholder
approach promises to create equitable housing landscapes for
those communities that have long been marginalized and

denied access to fundamental housing opportunities.
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Definitions and Components

Across the many definitions of reparations and reparative
justice, the following themes emerged as key components, each

representing a fundamental aspect of the reparative process.%®

1. Recognition or acknowledgment of harms (repairing
relationships) involves openly acknowledging the historical
and ongoing harms caused by spatialized racism, which
is crucial in mending the fractured relationships between
communities and the institutions that have perpetuated

these injustices.

2. Reckoning (understanding why and how) delves into a
deep understanding of the causes and mechanisms of
spatial injustice, unraveling the complex web of historical

and systemic factors that have led to current disparities.

3. Guarantees of non-repetition (accountability) entails a
commitment to prevent the recurrence of past injustices,
which requires systemic changes and robust accountability

mechanisms.

4. Restitution, redress, and repatriation (amends) involves
tangible steps toward making amends, which can include
financial compensation, land return, policy reforms, and

other forms of redress aimed at rectifying past wrongs.

Reparative justice also serves as a vehicle through which
people can imagine a different future for themselves and their
community. For example, the Sogorea Te’ Land Trust, an
Indigenous women-led nonprofit leading land rematriation
projects, envisions futures for all peoples living in respectful
coexistence with Ohlone stewards. Sogorea Te’ envisions places
where neighborhood residents can build reciprocal relationships
with the land and with each other. Reparations are efforts
through which people can disrupt the colonial construction of
place-as-property, and put forth meanings of land that extend
beyond the spatial constructs of private property and the

temporal frame of settler colonialism.5’

Key Frameworks

In addition to these components, five frameworks for reparations
and reparative justice as applied to spatial injustice emerged:
Economic Justice Approach, Reparative Urban Planning,
Abolitionist Approach, Land Sovereignty and Indigenous

Movements, and Collective Land Stewardship.

Economic Justice Approach

This framework focuses on the restoration of assets and resources
to communities that have endured generational harm. It seeks
to address the economic underpinnings of spatial inequities,
advocating for financial restitution and economic empowerment
of affected communities.®® Some scholars argue that “focusing
on the wealth gap as a target is advantageous because it
captures, better than any other disparity, the cumulative
disadvantages forced upon the present generation.”?' Therefore,
it can be viewed as “embodying all of the effects of past atrocities
of colonial slavery, U.S. slavery, post-Civil War massacres, Jim
Crow discrimination, New Deal discrimination, segregation during
World War I, post-War discrimination, and post-Civil Rights
discrimination.”%? Prominent reparations scholars view the racial
wealth gap as the “most robust indicator of the cumulative

economic effects of white supremacy in the United States.”??

Researchers have used many different approaches to calculate
the economic cost of reparations, such as land-based, price-
based, and wage-based estimates. Each method considers
different factors, ranging from compounding the value of “40
acres and a mule,” to estimating the enslaved labor force’s
cumulative wages over the period of enslavement—and results
in estimates valued at the trillions of dollars. Craemer et al.
suggest that the racial wealth gap between Black and White
households in the US serves as a conservative measure for
calculating the need for (or success of) reparations, which
amounted to an average of $795,500 per household in 2016.%*

Another proposed reference point for reparations, and targeted
investments in Black homeownership, is the amount of money
the federal government invested in white homeownership and
wealth from 1933 until 1962, after President Franklin Delano
Roosevelt signed the Home Owners’ Loan Act and the National
Housing Act ($120 billion in 1950s dollars, or more than $1.239
quintillion in 2019 dollars).%® Examples of these investments
include assistance for Black homebuyers and housing revitalization
grants for Black homeowners whose neighborhoods have
suffered from underinvestment. In acknowledging the injustices
of predatory lending, low- and fixed-interest rate mortgages and
property tax caps in areas where housing prices are significantly
devalued should also be considered as a part of any economic
reparations package. After accounting for factors such as housing
quality, neighborhood quality, education, and crime, owner-
occupied homes in Black neighborhoods are undervalued by
$48,000 per home on average, amounting to $156 billion that
homeowners would have received if their homes were priced

at market rates, according to Brookings research.®¢
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Reparative Urban Planning

Reparative urban planning aims to transform city and town
planning processes to prioritize the voices and needs of those
most impacted by spatial injustice. This framework involves
redistributing decision-making power to communities affected
by the inequitable distribution of public services and resources.®”
Much of this work has been advanced by grassroots and
community-led organizations, who have worked through political
education and community organizing to better understand
planning processes in order to intervene and change them. This
shift in power necessitates a relearning process for government
actors, challenging them to abandon harmful practices and
beliefs, particularly around community participation and consent,
and to collectively envision oppression-free communities. One
example of a local government attempting to pursue reparative
planning is Boston, Massachusetts, where years of cross-sector
grassroots organizing resulted in the 2021 passage of Article
80. In an effort to advance housing and planning policies that
promote equity and decrease displacement, this municipal
policy fuses fair housing and zoning regulations and requires
large projects undergoing review by the Boston Planning &
Development Agency to consider impacts on area residents who

have been historically discriminated against.®®

Another reparative approach to planning is to intentionally
reframe urban problems, not as the disadvantages found in
communities of color but as the need to produce beneficial
outcomes for all. For instance, planners should look beyond the
traditional planning metrics that are “very good at prescribing
the death of Black communities rather than the possibilities for
Black life” to recognize new ways of seeing and understanding
spaces.®’ Reparative planning requires the general discourse to
shift from problematizing Black communities to explicitly
focusing on the significant challenges of opportunity hoarding,
racial animus, and discrimination that are endemic to

exclusionary white communities.”

The Black community in Los Angeles’s Crenshaw neighborhood
is shifting narratives and centering Blackness through a
community and economic development project led by Destination
Crenshaw, which seeks to transform Crenshaw Boulevard into
acres of cultural open spaces that will dramatically repair,
revitalize, and sustain the historically disinvested neighborhood

through the elevation of Black art and culture.”

Photo by RDNE Stock Project
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Abolitionist Approach

This framework advocates for dismantling harmful systems and
practices within housing policies, such as those rooted in punitive
measures and policing. It promotes the creation of alternative
systems centered on care, and meeting basic needs for shelter
and safety.”? Rooted in the abolitionist movement, this framework
seeks to deconstruct oppressive systems and structures that
perpetuate housing inequality. It centers the dismantling of
racial capitalism and decommodification by way of “resistance
to organized abandonment.””® Abandonment refers to the
withdrawal of state responsibility for the basic needs of its
citizens, from jobs, schools, social services, and community
resources. In this way, abolitionist practice can be described as
the effort to resist abandonment by “seeking liberated life-ways

through a commitment to radical place-making.””*

Given the ways in which housing is becoming increasingly
entangled with broader global financial markets, some scholars
suggest that in order to subvert the relationship between
housing and racial capitalism, actions must be taken to
decommodify housing, or diminish the impact of market pressure
on housing.”® Proponents of this strategy call for removing
housing from the speculative real estate market so that it can
be treated as a basic human need, rather than a privilege or
asset. In practice, this means embracing ownership models
beyond traditional single-family homeownership, and advancing
models like community land trusts, limited equity tenant
cooperatives, and land banks. Furthermore, there is a need to
reinforce pre-existing models of decommodified housing by
reinvesting in the repair and long-term sustainability of America’s
public housing system, and expanding and strengthening

social housing programs.”®

Another pathway toward decommodification proposed by

legal scholars in New York is the application of the public trust
doctrine, which is inspired by English common law principles.
The public trust doctrine is “based on an understanding that
there are certain resources that are too fundamental to be
individually appropriated and hoarded.””” A strong example of
its application is through the New York City parks system,
which sets aside public land in the form of parks for the well-
being and enjoyment of all residents. Some legal scholars are
calling for an expanded utilization of the public trust doctrine—
replacing the public infrastructure benefit of parks with housing.
In this way, publicly owned land can be dedicated to decommodi-
fied housing models that can decrease racial housing inequities,
rather than the more common mechanism of granting land to

private actors for private development.”® This application of

the doctrine would be reparative in nature, as it “is rooted in
accountability to the communities that have been historically

harmed by state-sponsored development and systemic racism.””?
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Land Sovereignty and Indigenous
Movements

Emerging from Indigenous-led activism, land back movements
are environmental, cultural, and political movements that call
for the return of land to Indigenous communities so that they
may reestablish reciprocal relationships with the land. & Land
back “can refer to language revitalization, repatriation efforts,
stewardship of ancestral lands, waters, foods and cultures...
[and] centers Indigenous self-determination and sovereignty,
with the understanding that connection to ancestral land is
directly related to cultural revitalization, consent, health, and
community well-being.”® Within the housing context, land back
movements envision Indigenous sovereignty over land and
resources, including the right to develop land and housing
initiatives through practices that align with cultural and communal
needs. Related to land back movements are land rematriation
efforts, which center “Indigenous women-led work to restore
sacred relationships between Indigenous people and our ancestral
land, honoring our matrilineal societies, and in opposition of

patriarchal violence and dynamics.”®?

Recognizing that there are a breadth of land back campaigns
taking place across geographies, the NDN Collective was
created to bring unity and cohesion across the field and be a
policy, strategy, and narrative home for the land back movement.
The NDN Collective acts as a grassroots intermediary by
uplifting the intersections of land back movements to climate
and racial equity work, and providing a narrative framework
that the entire field can support. This narrative is built upon
three pillars: defend (defending against resource extraction),
develop (developing Indigenous communities in regenerative
and sustainable ways), and decolonize (decolonizing people
and communities through revitalization of Indigenous culture).®

NDN Collective’s land back framework consists of four
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demands: dismantling white supremacy, defunding white
supremacy, returning Indigenous lands to Indigenous hands,
and requiring consent when making decisions impacting

Indigenous peoples.

Each of the identified frameworks offers a vital lens for dissecting
the deep-seated roots of spatial inequity. They illuminate the
complexities of policy approaches that have historically failed
to confront these foundational issues. A critical aspect of these
frameworks is their collective challenge to the established
paradigms of property valuation and urban segregation. These
practices have long perpetuated housing disparities by bolstering
advantages for wealthier, predominantly white communities,
thereby protecting and enhancing their assets. This systemic
bias is further entrenched by the commodification of land

and property and the associated legal and policy mechanisms
designed to favor wealth extraction from racialized groups,
prioritizing wealth creation and income generation for a select

few over equitable access to housing and land for all.

Collective Land Stewardship

Many contemporary policies take a reparative angle by integrating
reimagined governance structures in land ownership and
tenure that previously undermined the power of Black and
Indigenous groups to direct their futures. One example of this
is New Communities Inc. in Albany, Georgia, a Black land
collective that sits on land that formerly held one of the largest
plantations in Georgia.® At one point, New Communities Inc.
owned almost 6,000 acres that supported 500 families from
1969 to 1985.% Their work laid the foundation for the community
land trust model, which has since grown into a robust movement.
Another example is the Detroit Black Farmer Land Fund, a
“coalition of 3 long-standing Detroit urban farming organizations
on a collective mission to rebuild inter-generational land
ownership for Black Farmers in Detroit.”®” Together, their work
has supported the development of infrastructure for 29

projects and the purchase of 10.4 acres of land in 2021 alone.?®

These successful endeavors for Black Americans echo many of the
collective efforts that happened in the Deep South immediately
after Emancipation. Formerly enslaved people from the Carolina
Sea Islands, when they were gearing up to participate in the
1863 auction to purchase former plantation land, had very little
capital to launch a competitive bid.? In order to have a chance
at attaining this land, freedmen and women frequently pooled
together their resources to collectively buy the land and buy the

tools and equipment needed to live off the land.?® As a result of

this work, 10 formerly enslaved people came together and
made pre-emptive claims on land that previously functioned as
a plantation. Five other freed people filed a claim for another
plantation and even drafted corresponding maps to direct how
they would divide the land among themselves.” It is imperative
to note that women frequently filed these claims for collective
land ownership and also received land deeds in their names which
was highly unheard of at the time, as even white women in

South Carolina could not legally own property.®?

Another example of collective land ownership is the Sogorea Te’
Land Trust, which has worked beyond addressing issues of land
dispossession toward the decolonization of Indigenous land by
“cultivating rematriation.”® Sogorea Te’ has been able to
steward several parcels of land across the East Bay region in
California and in areas that are primarily home to low-income
families of color. This is important because the spaces in which
the Sogorea Te’ Land trust operates bring forward unique
lessons and understandings regarding what Margaret Ramirez
identifies as the “complex entanglements of Indigenous, Black,
and Latinx geographies to co-exist in these spaces/sites.””
Ramirez also notes that the Sogorea Te’ Land Trust’s successes
are related to a lack of disruption from government officials.”®
In giving the land trust space to operate more freely, an
opportunity has been created for them to foster these complex
cultural entanglements and manage these spaces in a way that
respects and reflects the diverse histories and needs of Indigenous,

Black, and Latinx communities.
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Toward a Definition of Reparative
Spatial Justice

We see these frameworks as essential components of reparative
spatial justice. Reparative spatial justice extends Edward
Soja’s formative work on spatial justice by weaving in elements
of reparative justice. While Soja’s work laid the groundwork by
focusing on the equitable distribution and democratic control of
resources in space, reparative spatial justice delves deeper into
the intricate layers of historical and ongoing inequities, specifically
addressing the unique challenges and systemic spatial injustices
disproportionately faced by Black, Brown, and Indigenous
communities.” This approach is intrinsically focused on healing
and repairing the deep-seated wounds inflicted by practices
such as land dispossession, environmental degradation, and
other forms of spatial exploitation that are deeply entwined
with the structures of racial capitalism. By reckoning with the
historical context and ongoing impact of these injustices,
reparative spatial justice strives not only to level the current
playing field but also to actively repair the damages inflicted

over generations.

Temporalities of Justice: Integrating
Afrofuturism and Indigenous Futurisms into
Spatial Justice Narratives

Our approach to reparative spatial justice is deeply rooted in
the principles of Afrofuturism and enriched by the perspectives
of Indigenous Futurisms. These frameworks collectively envision
and seek to actualize new realities and futures where space
itself is reimagined to foster agency, resilience, and restorative
economies. This vision transcends the racial and class oppressions
of both the past and present, utilizing the speculative and
imaginative tools of Afrofuturism and Indigenous Futurisms to

conceive new cartographies of justice and belonging.

Afrofuturism offers a unique toolbox of speculative thought
and imaginative extrapolation, allowing us to draft new spatial
blueprints that reject colonial imprints, and instead champion
communal well-being, ecological sustainability, and narratives
of liberation. Similarly, Indigenous Futurisms bring forth a
powerful perspective that weaves in ancient wisdom and the
richness of Indigenous cultures and knowledge systems. They
imagine futures where Indigenous values and stewardship of
land are central, creating spaces that honor ancestral ties and

promote ecological harmony.

Together, these visionary approaches encourage a profound
reimagining of spatial realities, fostering environments where
communities that have faced historical marginalization can
assert their narratives and shape their spaces. This integration
is pivotal in conceptualizing reparative spatial justice as a
holistic doctrine that intricately intertwines spatial and temporal
dimensions. Reparative spatial justice goes beyond mere
considerations of “what” and “where,” diving deeper into
understanding the “why” behind historical injustices and
envisioning the “when” and “how” of a just future. It’s not
just about rectifying past wrongs, but also charting a future
course that is intrinsically just and equitable. This temporal
recalibration recognizes that both spatial justice and injustice
extend across time. If historical inequities continue to produce
many of our present-day challenges, then confronting those
historical inequities can also create the conditions for more

just futures.

At its core, reparative spatial justice doesn’t just advocate for
a redistribution of tangible assets; it champions a profound
reimagining of our socio-spatial fabric. It aims to redistribute
not just bricks and mortar, but also the intangible yet
invaluable commodities of healing, growth, and well-being.
This approach champions a future where spatial justice is
achieved not only in physical terms but as a lived experience
deeply ingrained in the cultural, spiritual, and ecological

fabric of society.
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Insights from the Field:
Research Findings by
Social Insights

Photo by Barbara Olsen

Recognizing the rich diversity and multifaceted nature of the
reparative spatial justice movement, the first step in the Spatial
Futures Initiative was to map its current landscape. In spring
2023, a strategic partnership was formed with Social Insights,
a women-of-color-led firm renowned for its innovative
methodologies that decolonize evaluation and research. This
firm, committed to empowering and prioritizing marginalized
communities, played a pivotal role in shedding light on the
multifaceted aspects of reparative spatial justice and spatial

reparations.

The collaboration with Social Insights, led by researchers
Melody Buyukozer Dawkins and Yopina G. Pertiwi, involved
comprehensive focus groups and one-on-one interviews. In all,
a total of 22 subject-matter experts and practitioners from
across the United States were interviewed, each bringing a
unique perspective to the table. These individuals represented
a wide array of professional fields, ranging from community
land trusts and affordable housing to urban planning, climate

research, housing policy advocacy, and human rights law.

This research was designed as an exploratory study to understand
diverse contexts, formulate actionable recommendations, and
identify strategic pathways to achieve reparative spatial justice
for communities historically subjected to displacement,
disenfranchisement, redlining, and exclusion from equitable
housing opportunities. It utilized a qualitative methodology
including one-on-one semi-structured interviews and focus group
discussions to gather nuanced insights. A total of 13 individual
interviews and two focus group discussions were conducted,
allowing for a deep and comprehensive exploration of the subject.
The data gathered was subjected to thematic analysis,
enabling the identification of key themes that surfaced during

the discussions.
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Throughout the research process, Social Insights and PolicyLink
held regular discussions to interpret and understand key findings,
engaging in several rounds of sensemaking. Significantly,

our initial focus on spatial reparations evolved into a broader
exploration of reparative spatial justice. This shift in focus
reflects the dynamic and expansive nature of the movement
and evolving understandings of its implications and strategies.
The initial research, therefore, had a narrower lens, guided by

pressing questions such as:

» What are spatial reparations? How and where should we
start efforts for spatial reparations?

» What are the current practices, policies, and frameworks
used in spatial reparations efforts?

» What are some of the considerations for a successful spatial

reparations project?

What is the future of spatial reparations?

The comprehensive synthesis of perspectives gathered by
Social Insights has critically informed the strategic direction of
the Spatial Futures Initiative. This section elucidates some of
the key insights from the study and showcases the depth and
breadth of understanding surrounding the concept of reparative
spatial justice and spatial reparations. Social Insights employed

a 5W+1H (What, Who, Why, Where, When, and How) analytical
framework in analyzing the interviews, exploring the multifaceted
dimensions of reparations and spatial reparations as perceived

by subject-matter experts and practitioners.

This analytical approach delved into the essence and scope of
reparations (“the what”), exploring the varied interpretations
and definitions that experts and practitioners assign to this
concept. It also scrutinized methods and strategies for enacting
spatial reparations (“the how”), probing into the practical
aspects of implementation. The research further examined the
key stakeholders involved, identifying both the providers and
the beneficiaries of reparations (“the who”), and pinpointing
the geographical and community contexts where reparations
efforts should be initiated (“the where”). The timing of these
reparative processes (“the when”) was also a critical area of
focus, reflecting on the pace and phases of implementation.
Finally, the underlying motivations and justifications for spatial
reparations (“the why”) were explored, highlighting the

significance and impact of these efforts.

It is important to acknowledge that many participants in this
study used the terms “spatial reparations” and “reparations”
interchangeably, reflecting an understanding that spatial
reparations are an integral component of the broader reparations
movement, inseparable from the overarching goal of addressing
historical injustices and inequities. This aspect is vividly
captured in the summary of the interviews, illuminating the depth

and complexity of the participants’ perspectives.

“l think it requires system-level change. That’s why | believe
that reparation is for all of us as well. | think that if we do
reparation right, it is a full sort of world-making project...
That project is not just an economic project, but a cultural
and political project as well, that, like we’re actually
creating a world that doesn’t enable the kind of wealth

hoarding that we see right now.”

— Focus Group Participant
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The “What” of Spatial Reparations

While the term “spatial reparations” was not universally
familiar, its thematic components—ranging from “reparations™
to “reparative acts”—resonated with participants, albeit to
varying degrees depending on the fields in which they worked.
Notably, participants’ preference for alternative terms like
“land justice” was often driven by the need to navigate
contentious policy dialogues. Participants viewed the concept
of “reparative spatial justice” in a holistic sense, seeing it

as a pathway to “move Black people and society as a whole to

collective well-being, better quality of life, and healing.”

Participants associated “spatial reparations” with terms

such as time, space, healing, repair, equity, disgorgement, and
repentance. One participant, referring to the concepts of
Afrofuturism and Black Quantum Futurism,” associated “spatial”
with both time and space. They posited that reparations
could involve reclaiming pre-colonial ancestral and Indigenous
practices to liberate communities from oppressive temporal
structures, often referred to as the “master’s clock.” Another
participant emphasized the transformative potential of
reparations to establish new environments where marginalized
individuals can access calm, peace, and safety—concepts

historically alienated from their lived experiences.

The role of “healing” as an indispensable outcome of the
reparations movement was a recurring theme, with “racial
healing” cited as particularly crucial. The concept of
“disgorgement,” or the restitution of ill-gotten gains, emerged
as a form of economic justice, while “repentance” was brought
up as a moral dimension, emphasizing not just repair but also

the necessity for systemic change to prevent future harm.

66 Well, | think it needs to be a little more holistic than just land
or checks. And because the harm caused was intergenera-
tional, the repair also needs to be intergenerational. So
there needs to be an acknowledgment. There needs to be
some compensation, and then there also needs to be an
assurance that it doesn’t happen again, which in my mind
happens in the form of policy. So it was policy that got us
here, how do we create policy that sets Black folks up for

success generations into the future???

— Focus Group Participant

See how Evanston, lllinois, is starting to answer “What”
reparations means to their community through local reparations

efforts supported through the Restorative Housing Program.
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The “Who” of Spatial Reparations

Participants acknowledged the complexity of identifying who
would be eligible to receive reparations. While there was a general
agreement on the need to quantify the cost and delineate
specific forms of reparations, a nuanced discussion emerged
on extending the scope beyond the descendants of enslaved
people. Some participants asserted that the broader Black
community has faced subsequent historical injustices—from Jim
Crow laws to housing discrimination and the exclusionary Gl

Bill—and should also be eligible for reparative acts.

There was also an insightful dialogue on the imperative of
building solidarity among disenfranchised groups. Participants
warned against the divisive tactics of antireparations movements,
which often pit marginalized communities against one another,
perpetuating a mindset of scarcity and competition instead of

fostering unity and abundance.

A common thread was the call for unity within the Black
community and a commitment to solidarity with other margin-
alized communities. Participants highlighted the distinctiveness
of reparations owed to different communities, underscoring
that while there may be common struggles, the nature and
form of reparations would differ. For instance, Indigenous
communities were robbed of and displaced from their ancestral
lands, whereas Black communities have faced the dispossession
of lands they worked on and/or purchased. Moreover, some
participants noted that Indigenous communities have, albeit
limited, sovereign governments and reservations, a form of

autonomy that Black communities in the US currently lack.
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On the question of “who” owes or provides spatial reparations,
some advocated for federal government intervention as the most
legitimate source of reparative acts, while others championed
grassroots initiatives to tailor reparative efforts to specific
community needs. Overall, the discussion emphasized that
reparations cannot be a one-size-fits-all approach, but must be
customized to address the unique historical and contemporary

injustices each community has endured.

66| think that we have to have really deep solidarity with
Indigenous communities and get asked that like, what about
Indigenous communities? And our response is always,
you know, we are focused on Black Americans, but we, of
course, support the pursuit of reparation and repair for

any community that has been [oppressed].??

— Focus Group Participant

Learn more about how St. Paul, Minnesota, is targeting
to descendants of the Rondo neighborhood,
which was a thriving African American community destroyed by

the construction of Interstate 94.

The “How” of Spatial Reparations

Interviewees identified three key frameworks?® as instrumental
to justly and equitably implement reparative actions. First, the
concept of harm repair views reparations from a restitution
perspective and seeks to improve the lives of racially marginalized
groups. Second, the concept of relationship repair focuses on
reconciliation between groups of people to fix relationships
damaged by centuries of injustice. The third concept identified is

the constructive model, which focuses on building a fairer world.

In addition to these perspectives, participants called attention
to the necessity of financial restitution specifically for Black
Americans. Participants also made the argument that a holistic
reparative approach requires a critique of racial capitalism as a
socioeconomic system that facilitates the unethical accumulation,
retention, and growth of wealth for white people. Participants
raised the necessity of “historically-informed distributive justice,”
which would prioritize future-focused economic transformation
over mere retribution. A majority of participants saw the need

to root systemic shifts and strategies in future-thinking.

¢6What about markets and capitalism requires disposses-
sion? Specifically, what about them requires racialization?
And if that is all true, that capitalism requires those
things, then spatial reparations might not be about closing
disparities or gaps within home ownership. It might be a
conversation about decommodification, to modifying housing
to be cooperative housing. It might be a community land
trust. It might be any range of things that seek to challenge
the place of the market in providing goods and services

that should be guaranteed to everyone.??

— Focus Group Participant

See how Portland, Oregon, has started to answer “How” through
their
impacts of urban renewal by giving preference to housing

that aims to “address the harmful

applicants with generational ties to North/Northeast Portland.”
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The “Why” of Spatial Reparations

For many participants in this qualitative study, the impetus for
spatial reparations was straightforward, yet profound: as
one put it, “to acknowledge and address historical harms that
continue to oppress and marginalize individuals and communities,
start a collective healing process, change our societal and
cultural structures to build socioeconomically strong, healthy,
and sustainable communities that support and depend on each
other and protect and be better in tune with the environment.”
This motivation lays the groundwork for a future with “the
ability, capacity, and motivation for fairness and repair,” where

“joy is not a luxury, but a reality that is celebrated daily.”

66| think it would mean living in a world that is repair
literate, where we understand both the need and have the
capabilities, skills, and the motivation to repair harm
whatever its cost. And | think that it’s a world where
everyone feels like they belong, where all of our multitudes
are seen and held and respected, and where we actually
have a true multiracial democracy where anti-Blackness
is not embedded in our culture, and there is nothing
in the way of people building solidarity and partnership

across races. i

— Focus Group Participant

The “Where” of Spatial Reparations

Study participants offered two primary perspectives on

the starting point for spatial reparations. Some advocated for
federal-level action, while others preferred a multipronged,
grassroots approach. For those who emphasized federal-level
reparations, there was a nuanced understanding that such
efforts should not be exclusively confined to that sphere.
Proponents of a bottom-up, grassroots-focused strategy argued
for the benefits of initiating reparations at a more localized
scale, and how they could be more closely monitored and

evaluated for impact.

The majority of participants, particularly those embracing a
broader definition of reparations that includes various
reparative acts, noted that these perspectives were not mutually
exclusive. They contended that reparations should be pursued
at community, local, state, and federal levels—and in concert
with other parallel movements for social justice. They elevated
the current momentum at the community and state levels,
pointing out that these contexts offer a tailored approach to
unique local needs and histories. In the event that the federal
government would take up reparations, they expected federal
support for enhancing community and state-level initiatives,
rather than imposing a one-size-fits-all mandate. In sum,
participants generally agreed that these diverse approaches
should function as complementary interwoven movements,

each amplifying the other.

¢6|f we tried to spend a billion dollars forcing through a
federal policy right now, and we were successful, | think
that that policy would be very fragile because you need a
culture change to accompany policy change in order for
that policy change to be durable. That’s why | think it’s so
important to have those grounds. Because that’s what
actually changes people, hearts, minds, and culture along
the way so that when the policy changes, people understand
why it’s so needed, and aren’t susceptible to messages
that we know come from our opposition about why it should
be gutted.??

— Focus Group Participant
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Learn more about how Louisville, Kentucky, identified their
“Where” for the REVERT Housing Trust Fund. REVERT HTF,
which stands for Restoring Each Viable Economically Redlined

Territory, “strives to provide homeownership opportunities for
families disproportionately impacted by redlining in previously
redlined neighborhoods.” Louisville Tenants Union (LTU)
organizers have also been advancing the Historically Black

Neighborhoods Ordinance to protect working-class residents of

historically Black neighborhoods from displacement. This one-
of-a-kind policy aims to prevent public funds from disrupting

the lives of long-time residents and community members.

¢6There will be periods when there’ll be more interest in this
kind of forward-thinking work. We know when we hit those
kinds of periods, we have to take advantage of it, and

really kind of move things forward as much as possible.??

— Focus Group Participant
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The “When” of Spatial Reparations

When it comes to the timing of reparations, interview participants
had two distinct perspectives. First, they consistently
acknowledged that grassroots movements, activists, practitioners,
and policymakers are already engaged in reparative initiatives.
This viewpoint emphasized the work of repair as an ongoing
process that encompasses a multitude of efforts across different

sectors and scales.

Second, they noted the strategic importance of “opportunity
windows,” when conditions are ripe for action and progress at
the federal level. These are instances when a problem gains
recognition, a solution is at hand, and the political landscape is
conducive for change—all converging simultaneously.” The
uprisings for racial justice that erupted in the wake of George
Floyd’s murder in 2020 were cited as emblematic of such an
opportunity window, which led to a period of heightened funding

and broader support for Black movements.

Participants underscored the often fleeting and narrow nature
of these windows of opportunity. They acknowledged that
harnessing these moments requires significant preparatory
work and the fortification of solidarity among different groups
to be able to act swiftly when such opportunities arise.
Furthermore, participants cautioned that these windows can
close as quickly as they open, potentially triggering a backlash
that might undermine progress or result in the revocation of
rights. For this reason, they stressed the importance of
preparedness and sustained solidarity to safeguard the gains

that may be achieved during these pivotal moments.

Healing (e.g,
addressing
generational and
psychological
impacts of harm)

Source: Graphic created by Social Insights, Melody Buyukozer Dawkins and Yopina G. Pertiwi, “Spatial Reparations, Housing Abolition, and Land Restitution” (Social

Insights Report for PolicyLink, 2023).
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The Social Insights research and recommendations, combined

M Q p p n g Q U r ’: U t U re with our extensive literature review and ongoing dialogues in
the field, have helped shape a roadmap for the evolution of

D | r’eC‘tl O n S the Spatial Futures Initiative. These next steps for the initiative

encompass a comprehensive guide to support our goals in

advancing reparative spatial justice.

Integrating Lived Experience and Community Expertise

¢éFor a reparations-related project, | think what'’s really Central to our future research is the incorporation of lived
important is determining what the compensation looks experiences, especially those of individuals and communities
like. You have to have people that were subject to the who have faced the brunt of displacement, disenfranchisement,
specific area of harm. So it can’t just be practitioners or redlining, and other exclusionary housing and land policies.
scholars or academics. If we are talking about how we The involvement of Indigenous experts, whose perspectives
compensate folks, we need to have those people in the have been historically overlooked, is crucial for comprehensively
conversation, and it can’t just be in an outreach way. addressing spatial injustices. Further, exploring the nexus
They need an official role in the process... A person who between liberation and reparations, and widening the scope of
hasn’t lost their home should not be able to determine institutional accountability (to include, for example, churches,
what making someone whole who has lost their home universities, and medical systems), are critical for developing
looks like.?? comprehensive and equitable solutions. Investigating the roles

—Focus Group Participant of educational and cultural institutions and the implications of
private versus public ownership models will also help to unveil

and address the structural racism embedded in housing and
Photo by RDNE Stock Project land use policies.

Catalyzing Collective Action and Building Coalitions

We are committed to establishing collaborative spaces where
practitioners, activists, and scholars can come together to
shape the future of reparative spatial justice while emphasizing
coalition-building and nurturing deep, cross-movement solidarity.
Prioritizing the mental health and emotional well-being of
those involved in this challenging work is fundamental. In our
planning and decision-making, we insist on the inclusion and
leadership of those most directly impacted by historical and
ongoing injustices. Advancing public advocacy and fostering
persuasive discourse is key to resonating with broader audiences

and garnering widespread support.

Elevating Community-Driven Approaches

Reparative spatial justice initiatives are not merely consultative
but transformative, reflecting the insights and aspirations of
entire communities. This approach ensures genuine power building
and community ownership, moving beyond the tokenistic

inclusion of community representatives.
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Exposing and Addressing Systemic Inequities

Through our research, we aim to expose and scrutinize current
policies and practices that perpetuate wealth stripping and
displacement in Black, Indigenous, and Brown communities.
We focus on racial inequities inherent in housing and land use
policies that continue to drive displacement. By generating
actionable recommendations for policy and systems change,
we aim to align with a “reckon, repair, transform” framework,

providing pathways for immediate action.

Elevating Conversations and Supporting Change Makers
Our goal is to elevate these recommendations to the forefront
of public debate, supporting campaigns, policymakers, and
communities actively pursuing these strategies. By convening a
network of advocates, organizers, and community leaders, we

nurture the growing movement for reparative spatial justice.

Rewiring Investments for Reparative Spatial Futures

The Spatial Futures Initiative seeks to redirect federal, state,
and local investments toward repairing past harms. Our research
and strategies aim to provide key insights to support the
reparative spatial justice movement, equipping stakeholders
with innovative approaches for achieving housing justice and
equity at scale. We are focused on reshaping tax, subsidy,

and finance policies to promote community land ownership and
equitable development within the framework of reparative

spatial justice.

Engaging Stakeholders Across the Spectrum

We strive to engage stakeholders at various levels in this
movement, from community members to market actors. Our goal
is to shape a market that supports equitable development

and land use, ensuring that the benefits of reparations, land
stewardship, and equitable housing are widely accessible

and impactful for all. We view reparative spatial justice as an
expansive framework that can unite diverse movements and
galvanize collective action toward systemic change related to

housing, land use, and our collective relationship to space itself.

The Spatial Futures Initiative invites and encourages active
participation and support in this transformative journey. It aims
to provide a blueprint for collective action, to dismantle the
structural drivers of racial segregation, displacement, and asset
stripping. The Spatial Futures Initiative envisions a future
where spatial justice is not just an idea, but a lived reality,
firmly rooted in place and time. Our commitment is to a future
where Black, Brown, and Indigenous communities not only
thrive but also reclaim their connections to the land, establishing
safe and stable places to call home. Join us as we lay the
groundwork for a future where justice is not just envisioned but

embodied in every space and place.
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Reflections:

What Does
Reparative Spatial
Justice Mean to You?

é6This is a practice of creating space and constantly thinking
of ways to dismantle the master’s clock we are on, you
know, a colonial clock. All of our work is within the construct
of this clock. This clock is not native to our practice,
our cultural practices, so it’s forcing us to abandon our
Indigenous practices, our Native practices of being in
harmony with nature. And so there’s this huge cultural
erasure and harm that’s occurring continuously. So then |
think of spatial reparations and identifying pathways to
get off the master’s clock... Where do these spaces exist
that are outside of the master’s clock? And if they don’t
exist, how can they be created? And how can | insist?

| insist on the creation of those spaces.??

—Focus Group Participant

Photo by RDNE Stock Project

Through the Spatial Futures Initiative, we are collectively
exploring the question, What can our futures look like when

space is restructured toward repair and justice?

For this endeavor to succeed, it needs your experience,
brilliance, and visions for the future. As we continue to learn
and reflect with community members, leaders, advocates, and
organizers around the country on what reparative spatial
justice means to us, our work, and future generations, we
encourage you to do the same. Taking the time to define what
reparative spatial justice means for you will help guide all of

our steps toward building reparative land and housing futures.

Please utilize this space to draw, doodle, or reflect on the following
questions on what reparative spatial justice means to you.
Feel free to share your reflections with us at housing-team@

policylink.org!
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What is your definition of reparative

spatial justice?

What would reparative spatial justice in your community

look, feel, or smell like?

What harms from the past would be healed? What does

that healing look like in your community?

How does your vision for reparative spatial justice reflect

you, your identities, or community?

Choose one word that describes this reparative future.

Why did you choose that word? What does it mean to you?

How would future generations benefit from your vision of

reparative spatial justice?

How do you plan to pursue reparative spatial justice in

your daily life? In your work? With your community?
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Books

“The Black Reparations Project: A Handbook for Racial Justice™
by William Darity Jr., A. Kirsten Mullen, and Lucas Hubbard
+ “Colonial Lives of Property: Law, Land, and Racial Regimes

of Ownership” by Brenna Bhandar

“Fictions of Land and Flesh: Blackness, Indigeneity, Speculation”

by Mark Rifkin

 “Race for Profit: How Banks and the Real Estate Industry
Undermined Black Homeownership” by Keeanga-Yamahtta
Taylor

+ “Reconsidering Reparations” by Olofémi O. Taiwd

 “Theft Is Property! Dispossession and Critical Theory” by
Robert Nichols

* “Toxic Communities: Environmental Racism, Industrial Pollution,

and Residential Mobility” by Dorceta E. Taylor

“Urban Alchemy: Restoring Joy in America’s Sorted-Out
Cities” by Mindy Thompson Fullilove

Media

 “Afrofuturism and Housing Justice with Rasheedah Phillips,”

* “Land Back: Angela Glover Blackwell in conversation with Clyde
Prout lll, chairman of the Colfax Todd’s Valley Consolidated
Tribe in California and Jeff Darlington, the director of the

Placer Land Trust,”

+ “Land Justice with Kavon Ward,”

“Realizing Spatial Reparations with Rasheedah Phillips,”

» “Reparations with Melisande Short-Colomb and Ana Lucia

Araujo,”

Organizations

. — A not-for-profit working nationally to educate
and equip leaders, stakeholders, and allies who are
advancing local reparations policies that remedy historic and
ongoing anti-Black practices.

. - Dedicated to accelerating the Black-led
movement for racial repair in the US by supporting
organizations across the country that are building momentum
toward federal reparations.

. - NDN Collective is an Indigenous-led
organization dedicated to building Indigenous power. Their
LANDBACK campaign is a multipronged effort to get
Indigenous lands back into Indigenous hands and achieve
justice for Indigenous people.

. - NAARC
is a group of distinguished professionals with a common
commitment to fight for reparatory justice, compensation,
and restoration of African American communities that were
plundered by the historical crimes of slavery, segregation,
and colonialism.

N’COBRA is a mass-based organization dedicated to obtaining
reparations for African descendants in the United States.

. - The Redress Movement is a Black-led
organization committed to leading a multiracial movement
that empowers communities to take direct action to redress
racial segregation.

. - Sogorea Te’ Land Trust is an urban
Indigenous women-led land trust that facilitates the return of
Indigenous land to Indigenous people.

. -The Law Center supports
and develops projects that redistribute wealth, democratize
governance, and provide long-term stewardship over common

resources.
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